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The essays in this volume were presented as papers in September 1984 at 
a scholarly symposium at the Woodrow Wilson Center, one of many 
events that occurred in that year to commemorate the centennial of Harry 
Truman’s birth. As a scholarly gathering, its aim was not to celebrate 
those aspects of President Truman’s outlook and temperament that had 
earned for him in the decades after he left office such a respected place in 
political folklore and popular consciousness, but instead to reflect criti- 
cally on the major developments of the Truman era in light of recent 
scholarship. 

Important historical questions are seldom finally settled, but rather are 
constantly reinterpreted. Their status changes not only with the discovery 
of new sources, but with the changing perspective of the historians them- 
selves, as influenced by the currents of their own contemporary experi- 
ence. In the academic community, to take the case in point, the meaning 
of the Truman era—its achievements and failures and its placement in 
the developing political tradition—is a more complex, controversial, and 
ambiguous problem than in the popular mind. For some, Truman repre- 
sented high achievement, the protection and extension of New Deal im- 
pulses, the orchestration of the great success story in American diplo- 
macy in the reconstruction of Europe and restructuring of a viable world 
economy, and the establishment of a system for the defense of the free 
world. 

From others, in what came to be called the revisionist school of the 
1960s and 1970s, a new set of themes appeared. Writing in the turbulent 
years of the Vietnam War and domestic protest, the civil rights and wom- 
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en’s movements, the Watergate investigations, the revelations of CIA 
misdeeds, and the FBI’s close monitoring of domestic dissent, the revi- 
sionists saw the Truman years as the unfortunate point of origin for the 
evils of the day. According to this interpretation, Truman and his col- 
leagues were sometimes seen as the authors of the cold war, rather than 
as participants in the story, and Truman himself was suspected of presid- 
ing, however uneasily, over the elaboration of an undiscriminating polit- 
ical culture of anticommunism that failed to make important distinctions 
in social thinking and worked toward the suppression of dissent, the 
foreclosure of indigenous political possibilities, and the commitment of 
the country to dubious foreign struggles. 

Although perhaps less militant than it was a decade ago, the revisionist 
attitude is still a factor in the writing of contemporary political and dip- 
lomatic history, and its presence has resulted in a more cautious ap- 
proach to problems and their assessment on the part of all who partici- 
pate in the conversation at its academic level. The essays in this volume 
were written by scholars who are familiar with both the liberal and re- 
visionist currents of thought and hold diverse views about them. Whereas 
the papers do not represent an overall synthesis on the period and the 
emergence of a new consensus, they do offer an authoritative look at 
some of the major developments of the time, and they correct some of 
the excesses of both schools that grew up in the more strident controver- 
sies of early revisionist argument. More than that, these authors share a 
realization, based on a decade and more of rich scholarship on corporat- 
ism in America, that there were issues of central concern to the Truman 
administration that were not understood in earlier analysis to be so im- 
portant, the most significant being the relationship in postwar America 
between the public and private sectors, the state and society. This con- 
cern to define the quality, character, and institutions of postwar liberal- 
ism did not stop at the water’s edge. It provided the linkage between 
domestic and foreign policy in the early cold war years, and the under- 
lying challenge in rebuilding the economies of Europe and Asia. 

For all the differences of interest and emphasis the essays represent, 
they agree on an important starting point, that is, the overriding impor- 
tance of the Truman years as the watershed for our understanding of the 
contemporary political system. It was Truman’s misfortune to take up 
his duties in the shadow of Franklin D. Roosevelt and to be measured 
during his days in office against the memory of the most dominant Amer- 
ican political personality of the twentieth century. Historians, too, have 
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worked in this shadow, and there has long been a tendency to organize 
thought about modern statecraft around the controversies, achievements, 
and failures of the New Deal—to use it, however selectively, as a yard- 
stick in estimating subsequent development. And there is no doubt about 
the importance of the New Deal in inaugurating key elements of the modern 
system of social policy. 

It is becoming increasingly clear, however, that for all its motion and 
drama and color, the New Deal is less important as a source of underly- 
ing changes in the political order than were World War II and the Tru- 
man years that followed it. Although it is true that Truman’s most im- 
portant mentor was FDR and that Truman was deeply committed to 
many elements of the New Deal heritage, the differences between the two 
men are what now stand out. 

The postwar world and new international order that Harry Truman 
helped to shape is very different from the world of FDR and places a 
different agenda, both domestic and foreign, at the center of political 
concern. Succeeding presidents have found themselves to have more in 
common with the experience and outlook of Truman, as he attempted to 
come to terms with the new agenda, than with his more dynamic and 
formidable predecessor. 

Economic recovery was the central aim of the New Deal, and the fail- 
ure to generate prosperity was its major shortcoming. From 1937 on- 
ward it was in a stalemate position, stymied by the Supreme Court, con- 
fronted by an increasingly suspicious Congress, and vilified by a discredited 
but hostile business community. Thereafter the problems of diplomacy 
and preparation for war came to the fore, and the urgencies of mobili- 
zation and wartime production gradually generated the recovery that had 
been out of reach. Truman entered the New Deal political establishment 
rather late on his arrival in the Senate in 1935; as a freshman senator he 
was predictably loyal to the party line but nonetheless rather aloof from 
the more dramatic front-line controversies of the hour. He became an 
expert on national transportation policy and took an interest in the de- 
veloping problems of defense mobilization. After his reelection in 1940, 
he was thoroughly immersed in defense issues and came to national 
prominence as the chairman of the Senate’s Special Committee to Inves- 
tigate the National Defense Program. It was from this angle that his po- 
litical education in governance at the national level took shape and he 
first encountered the intricate problems of state and economy. 

The state he inherited with the death of Roosevelt in April 1945 had 
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been swollen by the exigencies of war and was far more extensive, pow- 
erful, deeply enmeshed in the operations of society and the economy than 
had been known before in this country. Those who worked within it 
were preoccupied with new problems and possibilities, which seemed in- 
creasingly remote from the early recovery and reform strategies of the 
New Deal. After the surrender of Japan, the agenda was dominated by 
the politics of reconversion, and it is clear that for Truman the important 
lessons of government were tied to the performance of the state in war- 
time. As he put it in his first major message to Congress, which contained 
his ‘“Twenty-one Point” program for the reconversion period, “When we 
have reconverted our economy to a peacetime basis, ... we shall not be 
satisfied with merely our prewar economy. The American people have set 
high goals for their own future. They have set these goals high because 
they have seen how great can be the productive capacity of our country.” 

The economy of abundance that had been dreamed of by old progres- 
sives and New Dealers was now in view. Sustaining prosperity and gen- 
eralizing it in the transition to peace were the central concerns of the new 
administration, and thus, as several of the essays here make clear, Tru- 
man and his advisers embarked upon the search for a new order that 
would enable the political leadership to cope with the problems and op- 
portunities of the postwar world. One aspect of that search—an attempt 
to set the government’s house in order—is reflected in the drive to con- 
solidate the bureaucratic heritage of the New Deal and the wartime ex- 
perience; to develop the institutional apparatus for the modern, mana- 
gerial presidency; and to equip the office with new capacities to handle 
both domestic and foreign affairs, as symbolized by the emergence of the 
National Security Council, the Council of Economic Advisers, and the 
embryonic domestic policy staff that stemmed from the roles played by 
Clark Clifford and his associates. A second aspect of the search was the 
evolution of the containment doctrine and the cold-war pattern of for- 
eign relations. A third aspect, which was not so much the fulfillment of a 
plan as the outcome of conflict, points to the balance in relations between 
the public and private sectors that arose in the wake of the generally 
unsuccessful effort to advance the Fair Deal program. Truman’s losses in 
policy battles often provided starting points for his successors, however, 
indicating the existence of deep-seated, complex drives within the matur- 
ing system of interest-group politics. It is the interaction of these three 
aspects of the search for a new order that gives to the politics of the past 
four decades their distinctive texture and coherence, the feeling that the 
decades mark different phases in the same period. 
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New Deal models and memories proved to be of limited help to Tru- 
man and his aides in the construction of the postwar order. On matters 
of domestic economic and social policy, the aim was not to resuscitate 
the 1930s but to avoid the confrontational politics and stalemate that 
had plagued the later New Deal years. Truman’s relations with the busi- 
ness Community were stormy and often bitter, and the antibusiness rhet- 
oric of his 1948 campaign even more strident than had been Roosevelt’s 
tilting at “the money changers and economic royalists”; on the whole, 
however, the new emphasis was less confrontational, less dominated by 
the imagery of labor and capital locked in struggle over distribution, and 
less concerned with reform than with the ongoing mediation of conflicts. 

Despite the excesses and anxieties of the period and the suspicious 
intolerance of dissent fostered by the government, there was more than 
anticommunism at work in the muting of radicalism in the early postwar 
years. Attention was shifting to new topics. The drive to stabilize pros- 
perity focused attention not only on problems of production, which tra- 
ditionally pitted labor against capital, but on removing impediments to 
high levels of consumption as well. This concern brought with it a new 
attentiveness to the needs and interests of a large and expanding middle 
class, and the desire to swell its ranks even further through adaptive, 
compensatory, and stimulative programs of government. 

In the Truman era, many of what would come to be known as “quality 
of life” issues surfaced on the national agenda—the concern with urban 
blight, mass housing, medical care, and education among them. The 
democratic coalition forged by Roosevelt expanded, became more plu- 
ralistic, and placed new demands on the political system. Although his 
critics may wish that he had done more, Truman plainly deserves credit 
for placing civil rights and social justice for minorities in a more promi- 
nent place on the agenda than previous administrations had done. 

Despite occasionally severe disagreements with both labor and indus- 
try, Truman and his Fair Dealers were generally reconciled to the existing 
structure of the economy. Feats of wartime production had restored the 
public image of business leadership, and a general willingness to concede 
economic leadership to the corporate sector reemerged. 

Truman clearly belongs in the statist tradition that culminated in the 
New Deal, but he and his aides conceived the tasks of government as 
compensatory, designed to forestall problems and to remedy those that 
arose from the normal workings of the system. He, like all his successors 
in office, hoped for voluntary cooperation on the part of the principal 
participants in the economic system, and his hopes, like those of his suc- 
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cessors, were often disappointed, but command models of political econ- 
omy held no allure. From the “Twenty-one Points” message onward, 
Truman was chiefly concerned to discover what government might do to 
build up the infrastructure of the economy without competing with the 
private sector—through transportation; federal aid to housing and agri- 
culture; regional development of public works (with stockpiled plans for 
public employment, if necessary, as a last resort); federal aid to educa- 
tion; and a powerful emphasis on government’s responsibility to nurture 
research in science, technology, and medicine. 

In foreign policy, the United States had, since Woodrow Wilson’s ten- 
ure, participated as one of several Western powers in negotiating the 
terms of international trade, flows of capital, and investment. In the post- 
World War II years, a bipolar world arose out of the chaos and destruc- 
tion in Europe and Asia, and the United States had the luxury—or per- 
haps the responsibility—of dictating and financing postwar economic 
arrangements. 

The essays in this volume depict the experience of the Truman admin- 
istration in the struggles at home and abroad that marked the emergence 
of the new system. They are divided into two groups, the first concen- 
trating on domestic politics and issues, and the second on questions of 
foreign policy and national defense. 

As the focus of most of the essays is on the Truman administration, it 
is well to recall that administration is a collective noun, often personified 
in misleading ways that conceal the pluralism and ambiguity of commu- 
nication (and the failure to communicate) on the part of those who make 
up the collectivity. 


Domestic politics and issues 


To help establish a biographical context on the president himself, Alonzo 
Hamby offers a concise, synoptic account of Truman’s experience. He 
calls attention to what seems to have been an unusually long period of 
maturation in Truman’s case, many years of drift filled with dead-end 
jobs, failed business ventures, family tensions, and uncertainty about his 
vocation. Truman’s first feelings of significant accomplishment and mo- 
mentum came, as Hamby points out, when he was in his mid-thirties, 
during his service as an infantry officer in World War I. Not long after 
his return from the war he found he had the makings of a political career 
in Missouri’s Democratic party machine dominated by Thomas Pender- 
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gast. Thereafter came many years of intensive political education and the 
search for professional competence—years, as Hamby puts it, of ‘‘Nie- 
buhrian compromise” that blended loyalty to the machine with the wish 
for some distance from it and an enthusiasm for the progressive tradition 
and a host of “‘good government” causes. The education would continue 
after Truman entered the Senate in 1935, in the whirlpool of New Deal 
politics, where he showed himself to be reserved, eager to learn, and 
more respectful of policy expertise and specialization than of popular 
oratory and reformist talk. The reputation he earned in the following 
several years for competence and reliability in Senate circles would land 
him on the ticket in 1944 as FDR’s running mate. 

In trying to separate the realities presented by the increasingly copious 
collections of public and private documentary sources from the legend 
that grew up around Truman’s memory in the years after he left office, 
Hamby offers a balanced account of the discrepancies involved. He con- 
cedes that Truman’s vaunted decisiveness sometimes shaded off into im- 
pulsiveness.and poor judgment that generated difficulties for him and his 
subordinates; that although outwardly affable and accessible, Truman 
sometimes harbored feelings of paranoia and was excessively sensitive to 
slights, real or imagined; and that his private opinions, even on matters 
of great moment, could be naive and ill-informed. Nonetheless, Hamby 
concludes, Truman’s public record was one of considerable achievement, 
and, despite his shortcomings, there was something in Truman’s temper- 
ament that appealed to the people, sustained support for him in office, 
and has deepened popular admiration for him since. 

Robert Griffith turns his attention to the domestic scene during the 
years of the Truman presidency and provides a tour d’horizon of the Fair 
Deal battlefield, a many-sided conflict involving in confusing combina- 
tions the administration, the Congress, and the most powerful elements 
in the maturing interest-group system. It was here that Truman’s hopes 
for mutual restraint and voluntary cooperation on the part of contending 
groups within the private sector were shown to be naive. The administra- 
tion’s attempts to find roles for government that would enable it to sta- 
bilize the economy through projects to shore up infrastructure at various 
points were often stymied, and Truman learned to his dismay that most 
attempts to alter the placement of the jumbled lines separating public 
affairs from private would be hotly contested. 

Scholars are accustomed to seeing cold-war economic and military 
diplomacy in terms of the emergence of a new, postwar international 
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order, and in comparison with these topics the basic dynamics of devel- 
opment on the home front have been understudied. Griffith makes the 
important point that the “emerging order” theme provides an equally 
valuable framework for organizing thought about the trend of domestic 
social and economic policy. The new order is marked by a fairly stable 
set of public-private relationships that arise out of the struggles of the 
Truman period and represent a kind of “‘balance of power’ that settles 
on the scene in the early 1950s. Drawing on a wide range of both pub- 
lished and unpublished sources, Griffith sees the new order as princi- 
pally shaped by the most powerful and best financed components of the 
interest-group system. He concentrates on the political mobilization of 
the business community, which he suggests represented the most massive 
and systematic deployment of corporate power in the history of the coun- 
try. And he draws attention to a series of coordinated efforts to deter- 
mine the contours of public policy via lobbying, campaign financing, lit- 
igation, public relations, and advertising. 

With a focus on the actions of the National Association of Manufac- 
turers, the U.S. Chamber of Commerce, the Committee for Economic 
Development, and the Advertising Council, Griffith traces the ways in 
which the struggle was joined not just over the election of public officials 
and the passage of legislation, but also over the leadership and direction 
of executive agencies, the composition and rulings of regulatory commis- 
sions, and even over the massive diffusion of probusiness ideas and im- 
ages that pervaded the discussion of public affairs. The topics that pro- 
vided the occasions for struggle included fiscal and monetary policy, labor 
relations, farm policy, antitrust policy, natural resources and public power 
proposals, medical care, and housing and urban development. 

Truman, as Griffith points out, was only dimly aware, as were his 
officials, of the scope, scale, and organization of business opposition to 
administration initiatives. The president harbored powerful resentments 
of certain features of the new corporate order, but it was only with the 
increasing frustrations of 1948 and the election that he rallied his sup- 
porters and launched a sustained rhetorical attack on business. On issue 
after issue, however, especially after the outbreak of war in Korea and 
the rising tide of McCarthyism at home, his administration was burdened 
with an overriding need for support from many conflicting groups, and 
so proved to be no match for the more narrowly focused goals of the 
opposition. 

Whereas Griffith’s account brings the influence of business and indus- 
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try groups to the forefront, Craufurd Goodwin focuses on how events 
appeared from within the world inhabited by government’s economic 
policy-making officials. He discusses the choices with which administra- 
tion officials wrestled in searching for a workable public-private relation- 
ship, because that relationship makes up the core of the “‘mixed’’ econ- 
omy and is always imperiled by the need to constrain inflation without 
causing a recession. Mining the papers in the Truman Library and the 
National Archives, Goodwin isolates the economic policy conversation 
under way within the administration, a conversation that involved diver- 
gent and sometimes contradictory voices of Keynesians, marginalist 
laissez-faire advocates, and “‘institutionalist’”’ reformers urging greater in- 
tervention in the doings of the private sector. 

The Truman administration had invested a good deal of hope in the 
developing capacity of the government to influence activity at the mac- 
roeconomic level through fiscal and monetary policy. Goodwin makes it 
clear that the hope for a macroeconomic approach to social affairs came 
to a head in 1944, preparatory to support for what eventually became 
the Employment Act of 1946. That hope was heavily influenced by the 
‘‘Americanized” Keynesian views of Alvin Hansen, who emphasized the 
need for government policy (1) to create the conditions under which the 
private economy could reach its maximum development and (2) to sup- 
plement the activities of the private sector in areas where only govern- 
ment could do the job. 

At the center of his account are the newly created Council of Eco- 
nomic Advisers (CEA) and its attempts to find an effective role within 
the administration. Conceptions of the office ranged, as Goodwin dem- 
onstrates, from that of a mere fact-finding body, at one extreme, to an 
economic “general staff,” at the other. 

Officials would learn during the first Truman administration that 
macroeconomic tools by themselves were inadequate to curb inflation 
and shape the direction of development; the failures of the macroeco- 
nomic approach caused them to turn their attention to problems at the 
microeconomic level. There they found the corporations, the labor unions, 
the professions, and other organized groups locked in conflict. They came 
to appreciate the need for both fiscalist macroeconomic measures and 
more interventionist approaches to microeconomic behavior. Conceiving 
and justifying the latter approaches and making them politically specific 
turned out to be an impossible task. Goodwin identifies a brief period, 
1949 to 1950, in which officials began speculating about new ways of 
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achieving cooperation between government and the principal partici- 
pants in the private sector. It was symbolized by CEA Chairman Leon 
Keyserling’s concern for a new “cooperative partnership” between busi- 
ness and industry and Commerce Secretary Charles Sawyer’s espousal of 
an unfortunately undefined “new liberalism’ to be based on public- 
private cooperation. The coming of the Korean war and the incipient 
militarization of the economy, however, ended the administration’s search 
for new peacetime relationships. Goodwin concludes that the Truman 
administration must be judged to have left the question of the proper 
relationship between the public and private sectors with little more of an 
answer than when it first took the matter up, an appraisal that converges 
with Griffith’s view. 

Nelson Lichtenstein’s study of labor in the Truman era fits into the 
same pattern of emphasis. Lichtenstein traces the decline of labor’s power 
from its peak in the early 1940s—when it was regarded by many as the 
voice of the working class as a whole, and some elements of its leadership 
spoke for a broad social agenda that represented the left wing of what 
was politically possible in the United States—to more recent decades, 
when labor has come to be regarded as just another interest group, one 
among many. Labor’s social agenda, Lichtenstein argues, was a good 
deal broader than collective bargaining over wages and working condi- 
tions, which had been secured and underwritten by the state in the New 
Deal’s Wagner Act and in wartime production arrangements; it consti- 
tuted a gradual assault on management’s prerogatives and the attempt to 
shift power relations in a more democratic direction. 

For a time those who represented this impulse within the labor move- 
ment, like some people in the business sector and in government, enter- 
tained visions of corporatist governmental arrangements, but to no avail. 
Lichtenstein argues that the Congress of Industrial Organizations pro- 
foundly underestimated the scope, resources, organization, and militancy 
of the business mobilization and the conservative political support for it. 
In the ensuing struggles, the enactment of the Taft-Hartley Act over the 
president’s veto became a symbol of the shifting relationship between 
unions and the government. Despite his veto of the Taft-Hartley Act, 
Truman was deeply ambivalent about the new unionism; Lichtenstein 
sees him as both an architect and a victim of the labor-management stale- 
mates of his early years in office. 

When “social unionism” failed to find any traction in the emerging 
polity, Lichtenstein argues, the unions turned their attention away from 
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Congress and the possibilities of government support for the welfare and 
security needs of workers. They concentrated instead on obtaining auto- 
matic cost-of-living adjustments—annual “improvement factors” tied to 
productivity, pension, medical, and other benefits for their members— 
through the collective bargaining process itself, thus contributing to the 
“privatization” of welfare in the United States at a time when welfare 
was increasingly being factored into the list of government’s public re- 
sponsibilities in Europe. The result of this shift of attention away from 
broad social concerns and toward the immediate needs of members of 
unions served to assure stable prosperity and relative security for union 
members, 

But, as Lichtenstein points out, the shift had other important conse- 
quences as well, among them the decreasing mobility of workers within 
American industry, the growing split within the working class between 
the unionized and the nonunionized, the growing number of women and 
minorities who were left out of the system, and the decreasing pressure 
on the state for the development of comprehensive and equitable welfare 
arrangements. Many workers in the private sector found they could do 
without such arrangements and thus were tempted to view social policy 
in terms of “us against them,” rather than in terms of a more inclusive 
public interest. 

In his essay “‘Postwar American Society: Dissent and Social Reform,” 
William Chafe takes up Lichtenstein’s contrast between Americans who 
were participating in prosperity and those whose needs for various rea- 
sons were neglected, principally minorities and women. Women, partic- 
ularly, suffered from the loss of the remunerative jobs of wartime and 
the return to the clerical or sales jobs that awaited them in a discrimina- 
tory peacetime labor market. With the problems of women and minori- 
ties in mind, Chafe sees the Truman era as one of paradox and ambigu- 
ity, rather than steady advance. The circumstances of the typical American 
family significantly improved, largely because of government policy; the 
GI Bill, which brought the federal government into the support of higher 
education on a massive scale for the first time, was especially important. 
So were low-cost Veterans Administration housing loans, which spurred 
both supply and demand in the housing sector. But regardless of whether 
the prosperity stemmed from skillful government policy making or was 
the natural result of free enterprise, most Americans were concentrating 
on private matters, on job, home, family, and participation in the new 
abundance. Chafe points out that the centerpiece of the new consumer 


12 MICHAEL J. LACEY 


culture was the TV. In 1947, at the beginning of diffusion of the new 
technology, 7,000 sets were sold in this country; by 1950, the figure had 
climbed to 7 million. The industry operated on the receipts from corpo- 
rate advertising, and its programming generally depicted an ‘“‘American 
way of life’ that was benign, inclusive, and free of conflict and anxiety. 


Questions of foreign policy and national defense 


In a chapter serving as a bridge from the discussion of domestic policies 
and issues to foreign ones, “Some Sort of Peace,” Paul Boyer points out 
that for all the controversy over the character of atomic diplomacy in the 
Truman years, little has been written about Truman’s view of the bomb 
per se. In his study he draws on a variety of sources to fill this gap and 
relates Truman’s public and private reactions to the bomb and atomic 
energy to the pattern of responses in American culture as a whole, as 
reflected in public opinion and media treatment of the issues at the time. 
Boyer concentrates on three topics: the decision to drop the atomic bomb 
on Japan, the question of the peaceful uses of atomic energy, and the 
possibility of using the bomb again in the early stages of the cold war. 

On the decision to bomb Japan, an issue that received considerable 
attention in the revisionist literature on the Truman years, the picture of 
Truman’s intentions that emerges from Boyer’s account is strongly at 
variance with Truman’s public presentations of the matter. From early 
on, Truman had given as his reasons for dropping the bomb the Japanese 
rejection of the Allies’ surrender ultimatum at Potsdam and the need to 
save American lives that would have been lost in an invasion of the Jap- 
anese islands, and he never thereafter confessed to doubts on the matter. 
Boyer makes clear, however, that Truman’s position involved some ratio- 
nalization on his part and that his motives were a good deal more com- 
plex. He shows that Truman was aware of Japan’s hopeless position and 
its intention to surrender; eager to demonstrate the power of the new 
weapon; vengeful toward the Japanese for their wartime behavior; and, 
most important, concerned to bring the war to a close with an American 
victory before the Soviets entered the war against Japan and earned a 
voice in postwar policy making for Asia. Whatever Truman’s motiva- 
tion, the arguments that he advanced at the time struck a responsive 
chord with the public. 

In interpreting the larger meaning of atomic energy, too, the public 
and private responses of Truman paralleled and helped shape the views 
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of the public. Although Truman strongly endorsed efforts to turn public 
attention from weapons to the promise of peaceful uses of atomic en- 
ergy—one of the important areas which his administration was seeking 
cooperation with the private sector—his diary indicates that he was oc- 
casionally skeptical of the claims of science and industry and worried 
that “machines are ahead of morals.” 

On the question of the possible use of the bomb in Korea, Boyer makes 
it clear that Americans enjoyed a risky flirtation with the idea, as did 
their president. Truman could readily state compelling arguments against 
such use, but when levels of frustration rose, so did thoughts of his “‘ace 
in the hole.”’ But Truman’s last official comment on the atomic dilemma, 
in January 1953, nine weeks after the explosion of the first hydrogen 
bomb and a few weeks before he left office, was a far cry from his earlier 
statements about the beneficence of science. His vision of a fearful, inex- 
orable nuclear future possibly beyond human control was a long way 
from his exultant mood of August 1945. 

Robert Pollard considers Truman’s philosophy of defense as it bore 
on the complex politics of federal budgeting and examines the key epi- 
sodes behind the emergence of what came to be called the national secu- 
rity state. Arguing against the trend of revisionist historiography, Pollard 
finds that Truman’s legacy was one of restraint—that in his concern with 
the domestic economy and control of the federal budget, and in his hopes 
for the economic aspects of containment doctrine, he erred on the side of 
inadequate military preparedness. In his first four years in office, Truman 
favored a strong mobilization capacity over keeping large forces in being, 
worked to keep manpower costs as low as possible, and favored mea- 
sures such as universal military training and a reliance on air and atomic 
power rather than the alternative requirements of a large, standing mili- 
tary establishment. What finally shifted momentum toward large-scale 
rearmament, says Pollard, was a change in the official view of the Sino- 
Soviet threat in late 1949, after the Soviets’ development of atomic weap- 
ons and Mao’s victory in China. It was in the subsequent preparations 
for war in Asia, Pollard argues, that the structure of the national security 
state took shape; thus the Korean problem represents the watershed for 
its development. 

In the first of two essays on the cold war in Europe, John Gaddis 
traces the evolution of U.S. perceptions of the Soviet threat and the re- 
sulting policy of containment. He looks at the movement away from the 
traditional “Continentalist” view of balance-of-power relations to the 
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more global and far-flung “‘rimlands”’ philosophy that marks the postwar 
world order. Gaddis examines the wartime reluctance of Americans to 
view the Soviets as a threat, the growth of concern over the Soviets’ post- 
war intentions, and the gradual emergence of a “totalitarian-ideological” 
model within administration circles as the context for public thought on 
dealing with the Soviet Union as a global adversary. 

After discussing the development of containment strategy and consid- 
ering the reinterpretations of the period that have been advanced in re- 
cent decades, Gaddis concludes that, on occasion, the United States un- 
doubtedly overreacted to the perceived threat of communist expansion. 
But he also argues that this judgment should not obscure the fact that 
there were demonstrable grounds for concern in the unilateral behavior 
of the Soviet Union. He calls attention to the fact that the concern was 
shared by most of the nations of Europe, and cites recently declassified 
British Foreign Office documents indicating that the British assessment 
of the Soviet threat was even more sweeping and anxious in character 
than anything in the record of U.S. statements at the time. 

In his chapter on “Alliance and Autonomy: European Identity and U.S. 
Foreign Policy Objectives in the Truman Years,” Charles Maier exam- 
ines the broader context for the workings of the Marshall Plan and the 
search for order and economic recovery in the war-torn states of Europe. 
In his reassessment of the “Pax Americana” thesis regarding the postwar 
world, a staple of revisionist historiography, Maier exposes the pecu- 
liarly collaborative character of the new American “empire,” reviewing 
both the components and the limits of U.S. ascendancy. The twin pillars 
of American policy, Maier points out, were military containment and the 
emphasis on economic productivity in orchestrating the economic re- 
covery. 

Containment meant “writing off” Eastern Europe, a concession that 
increased the importance of sustaining a successful alternative to the 
Soviet-dominated system within the states of Western Europe. There the 
fear of economic collapse or stagnation, and the prospect that either would 
boost left-wing influence within the area, led to an emphasis on stabili- 
zation, economic integration, the isolation of radical movements, and the 
politics of productivity, which became the upbeat “ideological watch- 
word of a coalition that would unite progressive management with col- 
laborative labor.” 

In sorting out the complex bargaining of the period, balancing the 
different needs, resources, and vulnerabilities of the nations of Western 
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Europe and the many-sided objectives of American policies, Maier con- 
centrates on the collaborative, compromising, pluralistic aspects of de- 
velopment. He concludes that the historical results of this episode in 
American diplomacy were indeed remarkable: “In an era when Europe 
seemed initially demoralized and devastated, the groundwork was laid 
not just for imperial subordination to Washington, but for a genuine 
revival of national traditions and of autonomous historical possibilities 
for Europeans.” 

In the first of two essays on U.S. policy toward the third world, Bruce 
Kuniholm tackles several interlocking issues that absorbed the attention 
of Truman administration officials in the Near East: the problem of 
maintaining the balance of power as British influence waned in the re- 
gion, the Palestine problem and the origins of Israel, and the tensions 
between nationalist movements and the concern over the security of oil 
reserves. Kuniholm applauds Truman’s commitment to maintain the bal- 
ance of power in the region and argues that the inclusion of Greece and 
Turkey in NATO after the Korean War began helped to contain Soviet 
influence in the area. On the Palestine issue, however, he finds U.S. policy 
to have been muddled and ineffective, tending to postpone decisions and 
to mitigate problems, rather than solving them. Government officials were 
divided on the issue; the State Department’s regional experts feared that 
American support for Zionist goals would alienate the Arabs and under- 
mine containment policy, whereas other U.S. policy makers favored sup- 
port for Israel. Truman himself, Kuniholm suggests, had an inadequate 
command of the problem, sometimes failed to understand the distinc- 
tions between one diplomatic formula and another, and clung to the “‘un- 
warrantedly optimistic” belief that he could simultaneously support the 
efforts of Holocaust victims to find a home in Palestine, protect his polit- 
ical future in the United States, and safeguard American interests in the 
Near East. 

On the problem of response to the area’s nationalist movements, com- 
plicated by worries over the security of oil reserves and the uncertain 
consequences of Britain’s waning power to influence the course of affairs, 
Kuniholm finds the results of U.S. policy to be mixed. American officials 
were caught in conflicting pressures to collaborate with the British and 
thus maintain their support for containment policies, on the one hand, 
and the desire to improve relations with the emerging nationalist forces 
of the region, on the other. In Egypt, Kuniholm argues, the administra- 
tion had few alternatives. But in Iran, events could have taken a different 


16 MICHAEL J. LACEY 


course if the administration had found a basis to support Iran before the 
crisis over the nationalization of the Anglo-Iranian Oil Company erupted. 
Because U.S. support for British policy limited Mossadeq’s options, “pre- 
cluding a viable liberal-democratic alternative to the Shah,” Kuniholm 
argues, U.S. policy contributed to the impasse that existed in Iran when 
Truman left office, and he suggests that a more “assertive and fair-minded 
role” in mediating the conflict might have resulted in shaping subsequent 
U.S.-Iranian relations along different lines. 

Robert McMahon deals with the Truman administration’s record in 
South and Southeast Asia, areas in which the U.S. government had little 
experience and understanding and which would be transformed into crit- 
ical cold-war battlegrounds. The central problems, as McMahon makes 
clear, were nationalism and decolonization, and again the United States 
found itself pulled in different directions; it needed support for its con- 
tainment policies from Europe’s reluctant colonial powers (British, French, 
and Dutch), on the one hand, and it recognized the wisdom of supporting 
“liberation” from colonialism, on the other. Within this context Mc- 
Mahon considers the twists and turns and checkered results of American 
policy toward Indonesia, India, Pakistan, the Philippines, and Indochina. 

By 1949-50, with the increasing subordination of all other diplomatic 
goals to the requirements of cold-war solidarity, the administration’s 
achievements in the region were partially negated. The efforts to align 
India and Indonesia with the West led to strained relations with both 
countries. The proposed military aid pact with Pakistan ‘“‘promised to 
cement relations with the world’s largest Muslim nation, but only at 
enormous cost.” And the cause in Indochina to which the administration 
had committed itself in its increasing support for the French appeared 
doomed, with consequences that would long haunt American politics. In 
his conclusion McMahon points to the irony of the fact that in its efforts 
to “contain” Southern Asia without any deep and discriminating knowl- 
edge of the history and politics of the region, the administration occa- 
sionally undermined its own diplomatic goals. 

In his chapter on occupied Japan and the cold war in the Far East, 
John Dower provides a richly detailed and tightly focused overview of 
American policy development in the 1945-52 period. His paper reflects 
his knowledge of Japanese sources as well as American ones and empha- 
sizes the gradually changing perceptions in Washington of the impor- 
tance of economic problems in Asia and the “containment” role that 
might be played by a successful Japanese economy as a counter to the 
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increase of communist influences in the region. In considering the trans- 
formation of Japan from bitter enemy to cold war ally, Dower traces the 
complex, piecemeal evolution of U.S. policy from reform to rehabilita- 
tion and the establishment of mechanisms for regional military and eco- 
nomic integration. According to Dower, the most important point that 
emerges from recent research on the problem is the discovery of the ex- 
tent to which, by the early 1950s, U.S. planners had come to see Japan 
and Southeast Asia as inseparable parts of the evolving U.S. containment 
strategy. The premises of that strategy held that Southeast Asia needed 
the “Japanese workshop” and that Japan, in turn, needed secure access 
to the markets and raw materials of the region, especially if it was to be 
denied close economic relations with China. Thus still another level of 
complexity in the tangled global and regional politics of the period is 
brought to the surface. 

In the final essay in the volume, Barton Bernstein examines the Tru- 
man administration’s handling of the Korean War, a set of developments 
that, as other papers have indicated, had watershed effects on domestic 
economic and social trends as well as on military and foreign affairs. 
Pointing out that Korea was the test case of containment doctrine, Bern- 
stein reviews the discord and confusion within the military and diplo- 
matic bureaucracies of the administration over the components of the 
doctrine and their implications for dealing with the Korean problem. In 
organizing his account of the Korean episode, Bernstein focuses on three 
critical decisions: the entry into the war in late June 1950; the commit- 
ment during the same summer and autumn to expand the war across the 
thirty-eighth parallel to the Yalu River; and the determination in 1952 
to insist on voluntary repatriation of prisoners of war before accepting 
an armistice. 

In his account of the decision to enter the war, Bernstein develops the 
view that Truman could have avoided committing the United States with- 
out disrupting the alliance system or producing domestic backlash by 
shaping “the dialogue within the anti-Communist culture at home,” but 
that he and Dean Acheson had so expanded the terms of containment 
that they failed to consider the prospect. Acting contrary to the advice of 
their military advisers and responding to MacArthur’s appeals, Truman 
and Acheson decided, Bernstein argues, that Korea was “‘the first of the 
dominoes.” They determined to send troops to Korea in order to estab- 
lish the credibility of the U.S. commitment and to block likely Soviet 
moves elsewhere. 
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Bernstein stresses that when the decision to cross the thirty-eighth par- 
allel was made later in the war, the originally modest aim of restoring 
military balance was quickly transformed into a quest for the liberation 
of the North and the unification of Korea. According to Bernstein, the 
Truman administration believed that unification of Korea would weaken 
communist morale elsewhere and protect and expand markets for Japan. 
Bernstein notes that although MacArthur has often been blamed for the 
subsequent military debacle, Washington shared MacArthur’s informa- 
tion, aims, and misguided estimates of the likelihood of Chinese interven- 
tion. 

With respect to the third critical choice, Bernstein suggests that Tru- 
man and Acheson insisted on voluntary repatriation as a largely symbolic 
gesture with no roots or resonance in domestic politics, did not foresee 
that so few enemy prisoners of war (just over half) would agree to re- 
patriation, and hence caused unnecessary prolongation of the war. He 
concludes with an excursion into “counterfactual history’’ and suggests 
that if Truman and his aides had not entered the war in 1950, domestic 
politics in the period would have been less rancorous and that rapproche- 
ment with China might have occurred under a Republican administra- 
tion in the late 1950s rather than decades later. 
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The mind and character of Harry S. Truman 


ALONZO L. HAMBY 


Twenty-five years ago, nothing of academic consequence had been writ- 
ten on the Truman presidency. Today, one could fill a six-foot shelf with 
the books on Truman’s White House years. They range from tightly de- 
fined monographs on peripheral issues to Robert Donovan’s excellent 
two-volume history of the Truman presidency. Yet, although we know 
much about the Truman years, we know comparatively little of Harry S. 
Truman. Most Truman-era historians have little or nothing to say about 
the first sixty-one years of Truman’s life. The monographic writers may 
work him into their story almost as a supporting actor for other figures 
deeply involved in this or that special issue. But whether their objectives 
are narrow or broad, the Truman historians generally begin with a well- 
defined set of assumptions. Some writers have picked up the idea that he 
was at heart a conservative know-nothing; others have the conviction 
that he was a constructive democratic leader with a sound grasp of ele- 
mental truths. Very few have done the sort of research necessary to es- 
tablish a solid base for their assumptions. 

Harry Truman remains a problem in biography for which historians 
have yet to produce an entirely satisfactory book. Here a point of expla- 
nation may be in order. By the term biography | refer to a work that 
centers on an individual’s life. A biographer is interested above all in 
explaining his subject’s growth and development, personality, character, 
and view of his times. The proper object of biography is to explore the 
subject’s historical identity and to examine his sense of selfhood. (The 
two may be different.) The task of the biographer is twofold: first, to 
display and critically examine his subject’s interaction with the larger 
world from the subject’s angle of vision, and, second, to place his subject 
in the larger context of his times. 
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By these criteria, no entirely successful biography of Truman has yet 
appeared. We have a nicely written book by Jonathan Daniels that is very 
good for the prepresidential period, an adequate journalistic account of 
Truman’s life into the 1960s by Alfred Steinberg, an admiring piece of 
family history by Margaret Truman, a solid academic work by Harold 
Gosnell, and a slim volume by Robert Ferrell.! All have their merits, but 
none has entirely fulfilled what I consider the biographer’s mission. Other 
volumes frequently mentioned as Truman biographies, most notably those 
by Cabell Phillips and Robert J. Donovan, seem to me more properly 
classified as histories.” 

A big part of the problem is that until recently we faced a paucity of 
the sources that biographers require. It was not until the opening of the 
President’s Secretary’s File at the Truman Library in the mid-1970s that 
the president’s personal material was accessible. Even then, it was diffi- 
cult to find out much about the first fifty-five years of Truman’s life. The 
recent acquisition at the Truman Library of the long-undiscovered fam- 
ily, business, and personal papers has gone far toward filling that enor- 
mous gap. At last we have the sources and the perspective for a measured 
biography of one of the most important of American presidents. 


Early life and experiences 


During the first thirty-five years of his life, Harry Truman was above all 
a product of the experiences of the two generations of his family that had 
preceded him. His definitions of success and self-realization, his concep- 
tions of masculinity, and his values were inherited from his parents and 


1Jonathan Daniels, The Man of Independence (Philadelphia and New York: J. B. Lippin- 
cott, 1950); Alfred Steinberg, The Man from Missouri (New York: G. P. Putnam’s Sons, 
1962); Margaret Truman, Harry S. Truman (New York: William Morrow, 1972); Harold 
Gosnell, Truman’s Crises (Westport, Conn.: Greenwood, 1980); Robert H. Ferrell, Harry 
S. Truman and the Modern Presidency (Boston: Little, Brown, 1983). The first substantial 
book on Truman’s prepresidential years, Richard Lawrence Miller’s Truman: The Rise to 
Power (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1986), which appeared after this essay was written and 
revised, rests on exhaustive research in local materials. It is not without its weaknesses in 
use of sources and seems to me overly inclined toward a simple debunking of its subject 
rather than a coherent attempt at an understanding of him. Still, it contains valuable 
information and succeeds at times in raising provocative questions. 

2 Cabell Phillips, The Truman Presidency (New York: Macmillan, 1966); Robert J. Dono- 
van, Conflict and Crisis: The Presidency of Harry S. Truman, 1945-1948, and Tumul- 
tuous Years: The Presidency of Harry S. Truman, 1949-1953 (New York: W. W. Norton, 
1977, 1982). My own book on Truman, Beyond the New Deal: Harry S. Truman and 
American Liberalism, 1945-1953 (New York: Columbia University Press, 1973), is fre- 
quently mentioned as a “biography.” I take this occasion to reject the accusation. 
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grandparents. His education and boyhood life provided reinforcement. 
Other formative influences included a rather difficult childhood and the 
ambiguous social status of his family.+ 
As a boy, Harry Truman learned the experience of pioneer Missouri 
from his grandparents, who had come to Missouri in the 1840s from 
Kentucky, acquired land, speculated successfully, and done well for 
themselves. His maternal grandfather, Solomon Young, was the epitome 
of the self-made man of the nineteenth century. His example and the 
ambience of Harry Truman’s youth imparted a simple nineteenth- 
century definition of how to get ahead in the world. It was an ideal that 
Woodrow Wilson glorified in the presidential campaign of 1912. Eco- 
nomic success was the product of a solitary entrepreneur, risking a small 
stake, working hard, and eventually prospering. 
The Youngs and the Trumans were Baptists who attended church reg- 
ularly, shunned liquor, paid their debts, and worked hard. They were 
practical Baptists of a type rather common in rural America. They dis- 
trusted extravagant emotionalism and disliked hypocrisy. Neither of Harry 
Truman’s parents appears to have been a regular churchgoer when he 
was growing up in Independence. He consequently most fully absorbed 
the ethical aspects of old-time Protestant Christianity. Throughout his 
life, he felt a strong sense of identification with his Protestant heritage. 
He was prone to refer to the Ten Commandments and the Sermon on the 
Mount as the most perfect guides to moral behavior ever put forth. Oc- 
casionally, he would declare in times of difficulty that the United States 
or the world needed “a new Martin Luther.”* He valued the Baptist 
faith, however much as an adult he ignored Baptist preachings against 
alcohol, gambling, and profanity. The Baptists allowed the common man 
direct access to God; their lines of church authority ran from the bottom 
3 The biographies listed in note 1 all contain some material on Truman’s early life. For his 
own version, see Harry S. Truman, Memoirs, vol. 1, Year of Decistons (Garden City, 
N.Y.: Doubleday, 1955), chaps. 9-10, and The Autobiography of Harry S. Truman, ed. 
Robert H. Ferrell (Boulder: Colorado Associated University Press, 1980). “Dear Bess”’: 
The Letters from Harry to Bess Truman, 1910-1959, ed. Ferrell (New York: W. W. 
Norton, 1983), is an excellent source for the farm and World War I years. 

4See, e.g., Truman’s remarks at the Young Democrats dinner, 14 May 1948, Public Papers 
of the Presidents of the United States: Harry S. Truman, 1948 (Washington: U.S. Govern- 
ment Printing Office, 1964), 259-61. Truman told Alfred Steinberg that Solomon Young 
was not himself a church member, although he contributed to several different denomi- 
nations that used a nearby church house and presumably attended services with some 
regularity. Young’s daughter, Martha, Harry Truman’s mother, was a Baptist, but her 
attachment to the organized church was so provisional that she enrolled Harry in Pres- 


byterian Sunday School because the Presbyterian minister had gone out of his way to 
welcome the Trumans to Independence. (Steinberg, Man from Missouri, 18, 23.) 


22 ALONZO L. HAMBY 


up, and their worship services were simple and unadorned. Even as an 
old man, Truman was wary of a Catholic president.° 

It is so well known that Harry Truman’s family was fervently attached 
to the Democratic party that a biographer risks boring his readers by 
repeating the stories of his grandparents’ affection for the Confederacy 
or of his father’s rough-and-tumble partisanship. In Missouri, which had 
endured some of the nastiest guerrilla activities of the Civil War, the 
difference between Democrat and Republican was more than a difference 
of opinion. It was a deeply felt social rift that affected marriage decisions, 
friendships, and business associations. 

The Democratic party to which the Trumans gave their loyalty was 
personified by Andrew Jackson, Jefferson Davis, William Jennings Bryan, 
and Jesse James.® (James and his brothers were heroes to many Missour- 
ians who had supported the Confederacy.) The Truman view of political 
parties transcended most questions of socioeconomic ideology. Harry’s 
father, John Truman, apparently found it possible to back Cleveland and 
Bryan with equal enthusiasm. Harry Truman’s Democratic legacy was 
even more deeply instilled than his Baptist heritage. 

Truman’s mother and father deeply affected him in other ways about 
which we can be reasonably confident. All Truman scholars are familiar 
with the stories that are told about his father—a feisty little man with a 
high-pitched voice and a quick temper ready to take on burly adversaries 
twice his size; a speculative businessman who gambled almost everything 
he possessed in the commodities markets and lost it all; a shrewd, per- 
suasive livestock trader who rarely came out on the short end of any deal. 
John Truman, as Harry described him in many letters to Bess Wallace, 
must have been a difficult man to live with in the later, bitter years of his 
life. We have firm evidence that Harry was not his favorite son, and we 
know that Harry had reservations about the ethics of horsetrading as 
well.” 

Yet it appears that John had considerable power over his elder son, 
who seems to have been more dutiful and solicitous toward him than 


5For Truman’s candid feelings about a Catholic president, see the transcripts of his taped 
interviews with William Hillman and David Noyes during the preparation of Mr. Citizen 
(New York: Bernard Geis Associates, 1960). The relevant passages are Tape 8, 11 Septem- 
ber 1959, 5~7, and Tape 10, 21 October 1959, 29-31. 

© Alonzo L. Hamby, “Harry S. Truman: The Liberal Democrat” (Carroll Lecture, Mary 
Baldwin College, 24 October 1979; published with a companion lecture in booklet form 
by Mary Baldwin College); “The Commoner: Harry S. Truman,” chap. 2 of Liberalism 
and its Challengers: FDR to Reagan (New York: Oxford University Press, 1985). 

7See the many references to John Truman in Ferrell, ed., “Dear Bess,” especially 178. 
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was younger brother Vivian. John Truman gave Harry a definition of 
masculinity as a simple, rough-and-ready willingness to speak bluntly 
and be ready to fight. He passed along a reputation for honesty that 
Harry took pride in. Even as a failure, he passed along to Harry the 
family way of trying to move up in the world—taking big risks with 
relatively small stakes, in the hope of big gains. Perhaps because Harry 
was not his favorite, John appears to have been a dominating presence 
whom Harry worked hard to accommodate. It seems likely that the fa- 
ther got in the way of his son’s emotional maturation, especially in those 
years they spent together out on the farm in Grandview when the older 
man called the shots and the son did his bidding. It is hard to escape the 
feeling that the death of his father was a liberating experience that finally 
gave Harry Truman a chance to function as a full adult. 

What did he receive from his mother? One has the impression that her 
influence was greater but is hard pressed to explain in what way. There 
is little doubt that Harry was her favorite son. She seems to have been 
responsible for such intellectual interests as he developed and, of course, 
for his piano lessons. It probably was from her and her side of the family 
that Harry acquired the intense distaste for New England and the North- 
east that was the obverse side of the family’s Southern sympathies. Above 
all, however, she gave Harry a set of values and characteristics that in 
general reinforced those that he got from his father, those of the honest, 
hard-working, plain-speaking rural culture of the Midwest. Especially as 
she grew older, she seems to have become a person of great symbolic 
value to him, a representative of older, more pristine “pioneer” times.® 

One other aspect of Truman’s family experience strikes me as critical 
to an understanding of his character and personality development. 
John Truman’s family was a marginal family functioning in a pseudo- 
egalitarian environment—marginal not in the sense that it was poor but 
in the sense that it was striving for upward mobility and was new in the 
city of Independence. It was marginal in the sense that John Truman was 
striving to equal or surpass the success and stability achieved by his fa- 
ther and father-in-law. It was marginal in the sense that the Trumans 
could not be counted among the older, established, well-to-do families. 
In brief, the Trumans were trying to get ahead financially and achieve 
social recognition; hoping to be more than just another middling family, 
they were striving for admission to the local elite. 

No one can measure the effect of this situation on Harry Truman’s 
See, e.g., Truman’s remarks about his mother, ibid., 502. 
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personality with anything approaching quantitative precision. One can 
make some plausible guesses. The boy must have grasped, however in- 
articulately, the sense of not having fully arrived, of his parents being not 
quite in the same league as the parents of some of his schoolmates. A 
young man whose life was disrupted by his father’s financial failure must 
have felt the setback deeply. He seems to have resolved to reverse it and 
to accomplish what his father had been unable to do. We know that he 
became remarkably touchy about himself and his family as others saw 
them, ready to take the slightest criticism of his wife or daughter as a 
personal insult, almost always prone to feel that he was being overlooked 
or slighted by others. 

To this insecurity-inducing set of circumstances, one must add the spe- 
cial physical and medical circumstances of Truman’s childhood. He wrote 
of his boyhood so happily and nostalgically in his memoirs that it ap- 
pears to a casual reader something like a chapter from Tom Sawyer. But 
of course it was not. There were those thick eyeglasses that restricted his 
activities and set him apart from most other children. There was the read- 
ing—and the piano lessons. As he admitted in more candid moments, he 
had to endure periodic taunts of “‘sissy” or ‘“‘four-eyes” and on occasion 
had to run from fights. One suspects that such humiliations were not 
frequent, however, because young Harry seems to have worked hard at 
getting along with others. What may have been more important was the 
early realization that he was different and that he had to work at getting 
along.” 

Next to his family and his physique, Truman’s education probably 
was most important in molding his character. What we know of his 
schooling indicates that it was strictly traditional, with plenty of atten- 
tion to the three R’s and a rudimentary grounding in the classics, includ- 
ing the study of Latin. It appears to have been the basis for much of 
young Harry’s serious reading and for a lifelong interest in ancient his- 
tory. His reading of Plutarch and other ancients commended to bright 
young students in those days appears to have given him whatever ideals 
he did not pick up from his mother and father and to have reinforced 


?Norman Podhoretz, “Truman and the Idea of the Common Man,” Commentary XX1 
(May 1956): 469-74; Merle Miller, Plain Speaking: An Oral Biography of Harry S. Tru- 
man (paperback ed.; New York: Berkeley, 1974), 19, 31-32. Truman’s one boyhood 
illness was an attack of diphtheria that temporarily paralyzed him and seems to have 
nearly killed him. He was ten years old and for a time was utterly helpless; when he had 
to be moved, his family wheeled him around in a baby carriage. His recovery took months. 
Whether the trauma left any psychological marks is hard to say. 
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others. It was at this stage of his life that he chose Cincinnatus, the farmer- 
soldier who returned to his plow, as his hero over Alexander the Great, 
whom he was prone to cite in later years as an example of the sins of 
pride and gluttony. It was here also that he came to believe that the 
purpose of education was the instillation of moral values. (In his memoirs 
he wrote of his teachers, ‘“‘They gave us our high ideals.’’) Finally, it was 
here that he came to envision history as a story of men, battles, and 
leadership, a uniquely personal process with little room for intangible 
forces.!° 

The life of Harry Truman in the thirteen years after his graduation 
from high school—the period in which most young men test their powers 
in the world, find a wife, take on the responsibilities of family, and settle 
on a career path—appears to have been one of remarkable drift and im- 
maturity. It is easier to discern the pattern than the reasons for it. What 
we know of his life in those days is sketchy; it gives us a basis only for 
speculation about his innermost motives. What we can say is that he 
behaved in most respects as if he were still an adolescent. 

After working at a couple of dead-end jobs, he seemed finally to hit 
on promising employment with a leading Kansas City bank. His super- 
visors liked him and he was pretty clearly on the way to steady advance- 
ment when he left to join his parents on the farm at Grandview.!! He 
spent the next eight years of his life being bossed around by his father; 
he even agreed to assume half of his father’s debts. !2 

According to all sources, moreover, he never had anything approach- 
ing a serious relationship with any woman other than Bess Wallace, which 
means he had no serious relationship with a young woman from 1901 to 
1910. Throughout his life, in fact, he was unusually inhibited in dealing 
with women.!? Whatever the reasons, Harry Truman from early on clearly 
wanted to be a man’s man. Perhaps because of the difficult socialization 
he had experienced as a boy, he seems to have developed a talent for 
mixing with other men. To older men, he probably seemed a solid hard- 
working young fellow who was going to move up in the world, to men 


Truman, Year of Decisions, 118-19. Copies of the Independence high school yearbooks 
at the Harry S. Truman Library (hereafter, HSTL) present a good picture of the style of 
Truman’s education. 

11The personnel records of Harry and Vivian Truman from the Commerce Bank are in 
Files 308 and 309 of Miscellaneous Historical Documents, HSTL. 

12For Truman’s attitude toward farm life, see Ferrell, ed., “Dear Bess,” part 1. 

13, William Hillman, ed., Mr. President (New York: Farrar, Straus, and Young, 1952), 190; 
Eben Ayers, Diary, 14 September 1952, Ayers Papers, HSTL; Robert Alan Aurthur, “Harry 
Truman Chuckles Dryly,” Esquire, September 1971, 136-39, 256-62. 
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his own age, an amiable guy who was good company at vaudeville shows, 
Kansas City steak houses, or poker games. He was an avid joiner; at the 
age of thirty, he was a member of the Masons, the Farm Bureau, the 
Woodmen of the World, the Grandview Commercial Club, and the Kan- 
sas City Athletic Club. He seems to have been popular in all of them as 
a willing worker and a congenial member.'* 

In later years, Truman and his supporters were prone, understandably 
enough, to romanticize his days as a farmer, but in fact young Harry 
Truman conceived of the family farm as a means to an end, not as an 
end in itself. From 1916 to 1922, he participated in three business ven- 
tures—an Oklahoma zinc mine, various oil-drilling activities, and the 
Truman-Jacobson haberdashery. They all were obvious indications of his 
ambition to get off the farm and to establish himself as a prosperous 
businessman. They also tell us other things about him. 

Harry Truman in his mid-thirties was a nineteenth-century entrepre- 
neur trying to get rich in a twentieth-century world. He was in many 
respects attempting to follow the example of his Grandfather Young. It 
is in his business activities that we find the strongest early indications of 
his irrepressible optimism. He poured what capital he had into these en- 
terprises, managed to raise money from others, worked very hard, failed, 
and invariably went on to something else, apparently confident that the 
next try would work out. In fact every activity he undertook was so 
thinly funded that, if he thought his way through in advance, he must 
have assumed that nothing would go wrong. Of course, life is seldom so 
kind. The price of zinc stayed low, the oil company drilled too many dry 
holes, the haberdashery got caught in a sharp recession.!> 

In the first two cases, Truman attributed the failure to bad luck; in the 
last, he blamed Andrew Mellon. In this attitude, he was typical of most 
provincial small entrepreneurs, who tend to stake their hopes for success 
on lots of luck and easy credit. It is unclear whether he understood the 
dimensions of the risks he was taking with his own and other people’s 
money, but in this respect he was similar to thousands of other men 
willing to take chances with small enterprises in areas of the economy 
dominated by Anaconda and Kennicott, by the Standard Oil companies, 
and by Sears Roebuck and Montgomery Ward. His forays into business 


'4 Ferrell, ed., “Dear Bess,” contains many references to Truman’s social activities. See, e.g., 
144, 155-57. 

'STbid., chap. 5 for the mining and oil ventures. For the haberdashery, see relevant material 
in the Family Business, Personal File, Truman Papers; Eben Ayers Papers; and Eddie 
Jacobson Papers—all at HSTL. 
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exemplified yet one more way in which he so easily identified with the 
ordinary American. 

His World War I experiences completed his long maturation process. 
Certainly no one can accuse him of a sophisticated understanding of the 
geopolitical issues behind the war. Like most Americans, he was caught 
up in Wilsonian idealism and was an easy mark for the simplistic pro- 
paganda of the Creel Committee. The war had to be fought to destroy 
the evil Hun. And once the war was over, in typical American fashion, 
he could think only of getting back home.!® 

However naive he may have been about the wider meaning of the 
Great War, there can be no doubt that he was an effective officer who 
made himself into a first-rate leader of men. Years older than most of his 
troops, strong and hard-muscled from a decade of farm work, coura- 
geous to the point of foolhardiness, a firm disciplinarian who promoted 
or demoted men freely, an older-brother figure who counseled his sol- 
diers on personal matters and managed American Express savings ac- 
counts for them, he assuredly won the respect and affection of a large 
majority of his battery. The experience was the first major, unqualified 
success of his life and must have strengthened his self-confidence enor- 
mously. 

He took home something else from World War I—a strong belief in 
the ideal of the citizen-soldier and an unquenchable contempt for most 
professional inilitary brass. His letters reek with hostility toward the se- 
nior careerists obsessed with spit-and-polish inspections and so utterly 
lacking in common sense that one ordered that the horses be fed only 
boiled oats. France ended whatever thoughts he may still have possessed 
about a military life. But his own experience and that of his battery con- 
vinced him of the importance of the National Guard. For the next twenty 
years, he was a devoted reservist who enjoyed the camaraderie of sum- 
mer camp while feeling that he was performing a useful and important 
duty as a citizen. The sense of self-improvement and opportunity for ser- 
vice as a citizen would be prime motivations behind his universal military 
training proposals as president.” 

When Harry Truman married Bess Wallace on 28 June 1919, he was 
thirty-five years old; when his haberdashery closed its doors toward the 
16 Ferrell, ed., “Dear Bess,” chaps. 6—8 for the World War I experience. 
17The newly accessioned Family, Business, Personal File, Truman Papers, HSTL, contains 

valuable material documenting Truman’s World War I service. Of special interest are a 


small diary that he kept and a “little black book” in which he recorded his estimates of 
the men who served under him. 
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end of September 1922, he was thirty-eight. Like most men at his age, he 
possessed a fully developed sense of values that, in the main, had come 
to him in one way or another through his family. They encompassed the 
outlook of the nineteenth-century American as enterpreneur, as citizen, 
and as believer in Victorian, Protestant morality. He had taken an un- 
usually long time to reach a stage of full emotional maturity, and the 
special circumstances of his childhood and his family setbacks left him 
with a residue of insecurity. Nonetheless, the war must have given him a 
considerable measure of self-confidence, and he had long found it easy to 
win the friendship and respect of other men. As he approached middle 
age, he found himself forced by business failure turning to politics—and 
reconciling a deeply internalized value system with a new and morally 
ambiguous profession. 


Political education 


Politics came naturally to Harry Truman; if not his first goal in life, it 

seemed a perfectly plausible second. His family had inclined him natu- 

rally toward political interests, and he had long possessed half-serious 
ambitions. In male company, he was a natural mixer with a near photo- 
graphic memory for names and faces, and by 1922, he possessed friends 
and relatives throughout Jackson County.'® 

At first, he probably saw political office as a temporary expedient; 
somewhere along the line, however, his latent political ambitions became 
dominant. Hounded by creditors throughout the twenties, embarrassed 
by the insolvency of one of the banks with which he was associated, he 
faced abundant reminders that he had been a failure as a businessman. 

But he was a conspicuous success as a politician. By 1931, as he tried for 

a gubernatorial nomination or possibly a seat in the U.S. Congress, he 

clearly had changed his goals and had done so over what must have been 

the expressed doubts of his wife.'? 
Politics forced Truman to face a new set of ioral problems. He re- 

'8Ferrell, ed., “Dear Bess,” 142—43, 277; Rufus Burrus, interview, 17 February 1984. 
Colonel Burrus, a prominent Independence attorney, was a close friend and associate of 
Harry Truman’s. 

Daniels, Man of Independence, chaps. 7-11; Steinberg, Man from Missouri, chaps. 7— 
15; and Gosnell, Truman’s Crises, chaps. 5, 8-10, provide coverage of Truman’s political 
and business career in the 1920s and early 1930s. A special section of Midcontinent 
American Studies Journal VII (Fall 1966): 3-39, features articles on Truman’s abortive 


gubernatorial campaign, his relations with the Pendergast machine, and his 1934 sena- 
torial race by Franklin Mitchell, Lyle Dorsett, Gene Schmidtlein, and Richard Kirkendall. 
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solved them with what one might call a series of Niebuhrian compro- 
mises. His own ideals of public service were rather typical of what George 
B. Tindall has called “‘business progressivism.”’ He believed in honesty 
and efficiency, expanded public services, responsible funding, manage- 
ment that would give the public top value for the dollar, and comprehen- 
sive planning for the general welfare.2° Throughout his career in county 
politics, he almost quixotically took up one “good government” cause 
after another, including regional planning, tax reform, state zoning codes— 
even a drastic consolidation of Missouri’s 114 counties. But in order to 
be elected, he had to associate with and loyaliy support a political ma- 
chine notorious for election fraud and graft derived from improper pub- 
lic contracts, speakeasies, gambling establishments, and bawdy houses. 

He resolved the dilemma in two explicit ways: He made his loyalty to 
the Pendergast machine into an elemental virtue narrowly based on his 
own dealings with the Boss. Pendergast, whatever he had expected, never 
demanded dishonesty of Truman and always kept whatever promises 
Truman could extract from him. Truman, in turn, ignored the many va- 
rieties of antisocial behavior in which Pendergast engaged. It was a ten- 
uous position. Throughout the 1930s, the world outside Jackson County, 
when it noticed Truman at all, tended to write him off as a complacent 
tool of what had become one of the most malevolent political forces in 
the United States. Yet his attitude may have been the only way he could 
justify to himself an association that was absolutely necessary to his own 
advancement. 

He took care to keep his own hands clean. Perhaps now and again his 
position gave him a bit of leverage into business deals, but he never took 
payoffs and never handled political money. In his own position and in 
the public projects he controlled, he consistently followed through on his 
own ideals. He constructed a county road system, a hospital, and a court- 
house and undertook numerous lesser endeavors with rigid honesty and 
efficiency. Pendergast was a bit astonished and not at all amused that a 


2° George B. Tindall, The Emergence of the New South, 1913-1945 (Baton Rouge: Loui- 
siana State University Press, 1967), 225—29. Tindall’s coverage of Cameron Morison, 
Bibb Graves, and Austin Peay provides some obvious similarities in style and aspiration. 
For primary documentation of Truman’s values as presiding judge, see Truman, “Prop- 
erty Assessment in Jackson County” (handwritten), Longhand Notes, President’s Secre- 
tary’s file (PSF), Truman Papers, HSTL; Truman, speeches to Club Presidents Round 
Table, 7 October 1929; Real Estate Board of Kansas City, 25 September 1931; Commit- 
tee on Taxation and Governmental Reforms, 28 November 1931, all in Presiding Judge 
File, Truman Papers, HSTL; Truman, speeches to Women’s Government Study Club, [10 
March 1930]; Colburn Road Rotary Boys Club, 1 October 1930; Club Presidents Round 
Table [probably spring, 1931], all in Lou E. Holland Papers, HSTL. 
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debt-ridden underling would pass up a chance to enrich himself. (Tru- 
man always declared publicly that the Boss had amiably gone along with 
his honesty in building the Jackson County road system, but he wrote 
privately that he had faced down Pendergast’s anger.) 7! Still, the machine 
went along with him—it had many other sources of graft to tap—because 
increasingly he could command support among independent voters. 

An implicit judgment lay beneath his arrangement with the Pendergast 
machine. He had decided that the world was neither perfect nor perfect- 
able. One lived in it as it was and did the things necessary to preserve 
one’s own sense of honor. Understanding that human nature was mixed, 
he realized that the Boss had his virtues as well as his vices. These atti- 
tudes, which appear to have developed primarily from practical experi- 
ence rather than from any conscious philosophical study, foreshadowed 
the “Vital Center” liberalism that would set the theme for the Truman 
presidency. 

In many respects the most partisan of men, Truman as a county judge 
routinely dispensed jobs to Pendergast followers; as senator and presi- 
dent, he flailed away at the Republican opposition, giving no quarter. 
Yet at critical points in his career, he displayed a remarkable talent for 
bipartisanship. During his first term as presiding judge, he built support 
for his road and construction bonds by appointing two professional en- 
gineers—one Republican, one Democrat—as consultants to develop a 
comprehensive highway plan. He won over the Kansas City Star and the 
business community, got voter approval of his bond issues, and gave the 
county an excellent highway system. In other crucial episodes of his ca- 
reer—the World War I] Truman Committee, the postwar economic re- 
habilitation of Europe—he displayed a talent for nonpartisan persuasive- 
ness on issues that he thought lay beyond the bounds of ordinary partisan 
politics. 

He learned something else as presiding judge. His entire family back- 
ground and most of his own experience in politics had been of rural 
small-town democracy with its old stock provincial suspicions of urban 
America. As a young man, he was a typical rural bigot whose correspon- 
dence abounded with references to bohunks, kikes, and niggers. Of course, 


21 At some point, probably beginning in 1930, Truman wrote several undated, untitled 
memoranda to himself filled with caustic reflections on his political and business associ- 
ates. All were done on Pickwick Hotel stationery and are hereafter referred to as the 
Pickwick memos. Typed copies may be found in Presiding Judge File and Post-Presiden- 
tial File, Truman Papers, HSTL. One of these contains the somewhat franker account of 
the Truman-Pendergast relationship. 
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he wrote and spoke the language of his time and place; the eventual 
direction of his career provides compelling evidence that his early bigotry 
was not deeply felt. He moved away from it without noticeable difficulty 
as his political career encompassed all of Jackson County. He worked 
easily with the Irish and Italian Catholics who were Pendergast’s lieuten- 
ants and learned to deal with the black vote on a relatively sophisticated 
basis. As Richard Kirkendall observed years ago, Truman’s progression 
paralleled that of the Democratic party: He moved from the country to 
the city in the 1920s. But he made the transition without renouncing 
his old identity; he simply layered the new over the old. It is little won- 
der that so many Democrats would find him acceptable for the vice- 
presidency in 1944.72 
His Senate career displayed some of the same characteristics as his 
county judgeship. Coming into a Senate top-heavy with Democrats, he 
did not find it necessary to cultivate the few surviving Republicans, but 
he did position himself somewhere to the left of the broad center of his 
party. Like most newly elected senators, he was eager to make his mark; 
what is interesting is the way in which he went about it. He consciously 
sought the respect of his peers rather than the attention of the public. He 
wanted to be a doer, not a talker. He detested Gerald Nye and Huey 
Long as irresponsible rabble-rousers and decided the conspicuous pro- 
gressives were ineffective.2? He respected the Senate establishment and 
worked to ingratiate himself with its leaders. Presenting himself as a 
freshman who had a lot to learn, he sought mentors. The most important 
among them was Burton K. Wheeler, who encouraged his investigation 
of the Missouri Pacific railroad financing scandal. 
Truman’s first term in the Senate was by any standard one of consid- 
erable accomplishment. Pushing himself to the verge of exhaustion, he 
22 Ferrell, ed., “Dear Bess,” contains numerous examples of Truman’s routine use of ethnic 
slurs in his earlier days; it is interesting to observe the way they taper off as he becomes 
a state and national figure. His longtime associate Rufus Burrus believes that his bigoted 
language was little more than routine employment of the vernacular in which he had 
been brought up. Burrus interview. Richard S. Kirkendall, “Truman’s Path to Power,” 
Social Science XLIII (April 1968): 67—73, is an excellent brief survey of the larger polit- 
ical meaning of Truman’s prepresidential career. Larry Groathaus, “Kansas City Blacks, 
Harry Truman and the Pendergast Machine,” Missouri Historical Review LXIX (Octo- 
ber 1974): 65—82, is a valuable piece that both sketches in the details of Truman’s accom- 
modation to the black vote and explains the context of black politics in Missouri. 

23 Truman’s Senate career is surveyed in Daniels, Man of Independence, chaps. 12-15, and 
Steinberg, Man from Missouri, chaps. 16—24, and Gosnell, Truman’s Crises, chaps. 12- 
16; but the most ambitious account to date is Gene Schmidtlein, “Truman the Senator” 


(Ph.D. diss., University of Missouri, 1962). For Truman’s remarks about Nye, Long, and 
the progressives, see Ferrell, ed., “Dear Bess,” 374. 
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made himself the chamber’s expert on transportation policy, conducted 
a major investigation, and contributed heavily to the Civil Aeronautics 
Act and the Transportation Act of 1940. Yet his achievements were all 
but unnoticed, and he barely prevailed in a tough contest for renomina- 
tion. One cannot explain this situation solely as a reflection of the fact 
that transportation was not a glamour issue. Truman’s “do—don’t talk” 
style made him all but politically invisible, and the few times he surfaced 
publicly were, as often as not, counterproductive. 

By senatorial standards, Harry Truman suffered from a serious case 
of anemia of the ego. He always had been uncomfortable speaking before 
large groups, in part because his myopic eyesight made it difficult for him 
to read a speech, but also because he still did not fully believe in himself. 
His modesty and determination to involve himself in the lasting work of 
the Senate were appealing and won him many friends among his col- 
leagues, but they also were evidence that he felt an uncommonly strong 
need to prove himself. 

When he probed financial mismanagement of the Missouri Pacific, he 
appears to have had no sense of how to turn a congressional investigation 
into an ongoing media event that would focus public attention on the 
issues, as well as give him valuable publicity. The other issue on which he 
gained attention in his first term became a political disaster. He attacked 
the prosecutors of the Pendergast machine and made an abortive attempt 
to block the reappointment of U.S. Attorney Maurice Milligan; he gained 
perhaps some personal satisfaction but only at the cost of lowering his 
public reputation.”* 

Truman was renominated in 1940 in an 8,000-vote victory over Gov- 
ernor Lloyd C. Stark and U.S. Attorney Milligan. In part, he was fortu- 
nate in his opponents—Stark displayed blatant opportunism and ego- 
mania as the state’s chief executive and Milligan was too pigheaded to 
settle for the gubernatorial nomination. Nonetheless, the way in which 
Truman waged his campaign tells us much about his political style as it 
had developed by then. It also in many ways foreshadowed the strategy 
he would use in 1948.75 


4 Congressional Record, 75th Cong., 2d sess. (10 Dec. 1937), 1912-24; ibid., 75 Cong., 
3d sess. (15 Feb. 1938), 1962-64. 

25 The following paragraphs on the 1940 primary and Missouri politics are based upon my 
research in the papers of Bennett Champ Clark, Russell Dearmont, and Lloyd Stark, all 
at the Western Historical Manuscripts Collection, jointly administered by the State His- 
torical Society of Missouri and the University of Missouri. For Milligan’s refusal to run 
for governor, see Ralph Coughlan to Joseph Pulitzer II, 24 April 1940, “Missouri Poli- 
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First, Truman consciously adopted an underdog role. I do not mean 
to imply that observers should have considered him the odds-on favorite. 
Stark was a formidable opponent—wealthy, ambitious, nationally known, 
the possessor of carefully cultivated friendships in the worlds of business, 
politics, and journalism across the country. He stood at the controls of a 
well-oiled machine manned by state workers. He and Milligan had smashed 
the Pendergast organization, gained control of the Jackson County elec- 
tion board; and made ballot-box stuffing impossible in Kansas City. 
Nonetheless, the edge with which he began the campaign was hardly so 
great as Truman made it appear. 

Truman possessed considerable assets. Pendergast had allies through- 
out the state, seething with resentment against Stark and untouched by 
his antimachine politics. Stark had failed to root Pendergast men out of 
the Missouri federal relief bureaucracy, and in one county after another 
local WPA offices functioned as adjuncts to the Truman campaign. Stark 
had alienated Senator Bennett Champ Clark, who considered himself the 
leader of the Missouri Democrats and had come to see the governor as a 
dangerous rival to his presidential ambitions. Clark swung his consider- 
able influence behind Truman with a series of speeches devoted mostly 
to denouncing Stark. Milligan deprived the governor of part of the anti- 
Pendergast vote. (Truman promised not to stand in the way of his reap- 
pointment as a U.S. attorney if he lost.) Truman had the support of labor, 
especially of the railway brotherhoods. Several of his Senate colleagues 
came into the state to speak in his behalf. Senator Clyde Herring of Iowa 
staged an investigation of Stark’s campaign finances and charged that his 
effort was partly funded by a “‘lug’’ levied on state employees. At the 
urging of James F. Byrnes, Bernard Baruch contributed $4,000 to the 
Truman effort. 

Shrewd observers realized early on that, although Truman was in a 
tough fight and would have to come from behind, he had a good shot at 
winning. Truman must have known this also. In many respects, I believe, 
he found the role of underdog appealing, both as a matter of style and a 
matter of political tactics. Without questioning his hardheaded shrewd- 
ness as a Strategist, we may conclude that this tells us something about 
his self-image after one term in Washington. 

His campaign was waged on at least three levels. The first of these 
involved barnstorming the state. He went after the rural vote all across 


tics,” Business File, Pulitzer Papers, Library of Congress. For the Baruch contribution, 
see James F. Byrnes, All in One Lifetime (New York: Harper & Brothers, 1958), 101. 
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Missouri the same way he had sought it in Jackson County and, indeed, 
the only way a candidate could seek it in the pretelevision era. He spoke 
at the county fairs and local picnics that constituted the primary summer 
recreations for most rural Missourians in the final days of the Great 
Depression. On a second level, he did all he could to appeal to the interest 
groups that made up the New Deal coalition, especially organized labor 
and blacks. On a third level, he dealt with machine leaders throughout 
the state, rallying not only those honest votes that the remnants of the 
Pendergast machine could command in Kansas City but all the outstate 
Pendergast allies. Most importantly, he reached an understanding with 
portions of the St. Louis machine, which had been willing to support 
Stark only so long as he appeared to be a winner with whom one had to 
do business. Bob Hannegan and other St. Louis leaders saw Truman as 
one of their own and swung to him what probably was the decisive bloc 
of votes in the election. 

In this intense personal campaigning, most of it in a folksy, rural style, 
in this appeal to. the New Deal interest groups, in this mobilization of 
organizational support, Truman established a campaign modus operandi 
that he would transfer to the national level in 1948. The stage would be 
bigger, the names different, his political situation more precarious; but 
then also he would face a smooth, well-organized opposition confident 
of victory, would adopt the role of the fighting underdog, and conduct a 
national campaign much as he had run his Missouri campaign in 1940. 

Once he was reelected, he rapidly became a national figure through 
his chairmanship of the Special Committee to Investigate the National 
Defense Program. Interpreting its mandate broadly, the committee poked 
into almost every aspect of the domestic war effort, made its criticisms 
in a constructive, nonsensational way, and won nearly universal acclaim. 
To a biographer, the following points about its origins and conduct stand 
out: 

1. The committee originated out of Truman’s concern for the way in 
which the military procurement agencies were passing over small busi- 
nesses, especially those based in Missouri. It was an outgrowth not sim- 
ply of his real concern for honest, efficient administration but also of his 
hostility toward big business and Wall Street. 

2. He managed the committee with extraordinary skill, avoiding in- 
vestigative paths that might embarrass any of the committee members, 
keeping on good terms with all of them, and usually achieving a consen- 
sus on committee findings. “In the case of each senator,” Gregory Silver- 
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master observed, “he would conduct an investigation in their states, ap- 
plying a light coat of whitewash to some local or state problem, but in 
return he would receive from them their unanimous support on his na- 
tional policy recommendations.” Moreover, he was able to see to it that 
most of his committee members were like himself—trelatively junior sen- 
ators, activist-minded, ambitious, and a bit disdainful of the tired, older 
Senate establishment. They were men with whom he could work and 
who were willing to accept his leadership.”° 
3. He now had people around him who knew how to publicize his 
activities, and he himself was less reluctant to claim the power and pres- 
tige that his new position brought him. He extracted his share of patron- 
age, perhaps a bit more, from a White House that had ignored him dur- 
ing the 1930s; he even successfully pressed the selection of Bob Hannegan 
as chairman of the Democratic National Committee. The committee staff 
put out a steady series of press releases detailing its activities in a way 
that usually featured Senator Truman. The senator himself spoke on a 
wide range of issues, including foreign policy. He engineered the notable 
BH? (Burton, Ball, Hatch, Hill) resolution in favor of postwar partici- 
pation in an international body. By 1944, he was the leader of a bloc of 
two dozen or so younger senators, generally in agreement on foreign and 
domestic policy. His image was still fuzzy to the general public, but his 
name and achievements were widely known. Among Washington insid- 
ers, he had gained enormous respect and was well positioned for a na- 
tional leadership role in the Senate, the cabinet, or the vice-presidency.”” 
The new Truman, now a mature, self-confident, highly regarded leg- 
islator, had changed little in his approach to politics since his initial run 
for county judge, eastern district. As always, he regarded virtually every 
significant interest group as possessing a measure of legitimacy. Once a 
26The only published scholarly book on the Truman committee, Donald H. Riddle, The 
Truman Committee: A Study in Congressional Responsibility (New Brunswick, N.]J.: 
Rutgers University Press, 1964), suffers from the tendency of many political scientists to 
focus on problems that are, to say the least, rather abstract—in this instance the problem 
of defining “committee responsibility.” Harry Toumlin, Diary of Democracy (New York: 
Richard R. Smith, 1947), is an uncritical celebration by a former Truman Committee 
staffer. The Silvermaster analysis is N. Gregory Silvermaster, Memorandum to Henry 
Morgenthau, Jr., June 1945, Morgenthau Papers, Franklin D. Roosevelt Library; I am 
grateful to Alfred E. Eckes, Jr., for bringing this item to my attention and supplying me 
with a copy. 
27The Truman Committee Papers, Legislative Records Center, National Archives, contain 
a large file of press releases that clearly indicate that the committee staff was skilled at 
publicizing its work and that of the senators who led it. Robert A. Divine, Second Chance: 


The Triumph of Internationalism during World War I (New York: Atheneum, 1967), 
92, 128, 148, discusses Truman’s new standing as a leader of the internationalists. 
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farmer and a businessman, he found it easy enough to accept the claims 
of labor unions, ethnic minorities, and blacks as worthy of consideration. 
Yet he possessed an absolute identification with no single interest and 
was willing to deliver sharp rebukes to both businessmen and labor lead- 
ers whom he considered greedy or irresponsible. When he thought in 
theoretical terms, he clearly accepted the idea that there existed a general 
welfare that transcended the claims of any single interest. 

To the extent that he placed devils in his vision of American politics, 
they reflected the quasi-populist heritage of his youth. He intensely dis- 
trusted the northeastern financial and corporate establishment and with 
equal intensity cherished the virtues of the American heartland and its 
people. He saw the purpose of American politics as the creation of op- 
portunity for the common man, whom he envisaged in various ways: a 
blue-collar worker who wanted a job without having to buy a union card 
or pay off a labor leader in advance, a small businessman threatened by 
monopolistic practices (whether by corporate bigness or by labor unions), 
a member of a white ethnic minority or a black struggling against dis- 
crimination. The business of representative government, he told a con- 
stituent in 1941, was “to see that everyone had a fair deal.” 7 

It was consistent with this outlook that he considered politics to a 
large extent a matter of personal relations, whether he was campaigning 
before small groups or dealing with his colleagues in the Senate. Just as 
he was popular throughout the party, he felt that the party should be as 
nearly all-inclusive as possible. He had no sympathy with the efforts of 
ideologues to exclude this or that hated enemy. The few senators with 
whom he did not get on well tended to be dogmatists, such as Harry 
Byrd or Robert A. Taft. His friendships tended to be closest with mod- 
erates; it is apt to describe him, as has Samuel Lubell, as a “border-state 
senator” who generally supported the New Deal with some qualms about 
its more radical tendencies and little disposition to assume the leadership 
in fighting for its landmark proposals.*? 

In the closest analysis of his Senate voting record, James Hilty and 
Gary Fink have perceived a shift in Truman’s position within the New 


28Truman to E. J. Wallace, 16 July 1941, Senatorial File, Truman Papers, HSTL. The cor- 
respondence in this file is fascinating and refreshing in its bluntness. Truman did not 
hesitate to tell his correspondents what he thought during his second term in the Senate. 
(The papers for much of his first Senate term were lost when placed in storage during 
World War II.) 

29 Samuel Lubell, The Future of American Politics, 3d ed. rev. (New York: Harper & Row, 
1965), 26-37. 
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Deal coalition. At the beginning, he was on its “right wing”; during his 
second term in the upper house, he was sharply visible on the left, “‘a 
change due not only to movement on Truman’s part, but also to the 
gradual but perceptible drift of the Democratic party to the right, the 
declining strength of the liberal insurgency, and the Republican reascen- 
dancy.” 3° 

The question of what politics did to Truman’s personality is more 
interesting. Indications are that the compromises he was forced to make 
did not always weigh easily with him. Reared and educated as a moral 
absolutist, he was forced to function in a shadowy world in which honest 
public service coexisted uneasily with graft, organized crime, electoral 
dishonesty, and police-protected vice. However much he kept his own 
hands clean, he could not escape the stigma of guilt by association. The 
result surely was to magnify the insecurity that stemmed from such ear- 
lier experiences as the nature of his childhood, his family’s setbacks, and 
his own business failures. Politics intensified his drive for recognition and 
became also a quest for vindication against unfair critics. 

One response was the unrelenting hard work that characterized his 
political career from Jackson County to the White House. Other by- 
products were less desirable. A man of great stamina and excellent health, 
he nonetheless suffered from periodic bouts of exhaustion apparently 
brought on by extreme stress. The most pervasive character trait that his 
political career intensifed was a capacity for sheer rage that was un- 
healthy in a public leader. Outwardly, Harry Truman was the most affa- 
ble of men, invariably greeting others with a big grin and a modest 
demeanor. Inwardly, he cultivated a belief that half the world was against 
him or at least letting him down, while the other half was conducting a 
smear campaign against him and his family. He simmered over slights, 
real or imagined, from others, and occasionally broke off relationships 
on flimsy grounds. At times, his capacity for resentment could seem 
boundless; there could be little doubt that he unnecessarily made a few 
enemies and lost a few friends.*? 


3°Gary M. Fink and James W. Hilty, “Prologue: The Senate Voting Record of Harry S. 
Truman,” Journal of Interdisciplinary History 1V (Autumn 1973): 207-35. Steinberg, 
Man from Missouri, 144-45. 

31See Pickwick memos, cited above, note 21, for examples of Truman’s anger. Some no- 
table episodes that illustrate Truman’s tendency to become angry with friends are his 
relationships with Bernard Baruch, Victor Messall, and Hugh Fulton. For Baruch, see 
Ferrell, ed., “Dear Bess,” 483, 526, 560-61, and Ferrell, ed., Off the Record: The Private 
Papers of Harry S. Truman (New York: Harper & Row, 1980), 134; Hillman, ed., Mr. 
President, 134. For Messall, see Messall to Truman, 19 August 1938, Senatorial File, 
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Perhaps the single biggest private resentment that Truman contained 
within himself before becoming president was his hatred and distrust of 
the press. He long had disliked the Kansas City Star, and very quickly 
after taking the statewide political stage in Missouri he developed an 
even fiercer hatred of the St. Louis Post-Dispatch. (As Rufus Burrus re- 
calls it, his bitterness toward the Star became all but cast in concrete 
when it ran prominent stories about the foreclosure of the mortgage on 
his mother’s home.) Although he was on friendly terms with most work- 
ing reporters, he seems privately to have distrusted just about all of them.* 

The Harry Truman who was elected vice-president of the United States 
in 1944 had come a long way in the twenty-two years since his business 
had failed and he had won his first election to county office. He had 
reoriented his life from the simple work-hard, get-ahead ambitions of his 
younger years into the more ambiguous world of politics. By virtue of 
talent and effort, he had achieved a measure of success that must have 
been beyond his dreams. But his new career appears to have exacted a 
psychic toll also, exhibited in episodes of anger and depression that seem 
quite unlike anything we know of in his earlier life. For all his good 
qualities, he also had become an inordinately touchy man whose suspi- 
cions of others were easily aroused. Perhaps these characteristics dem- 
onstrated little more than the truism that politics is among the least 
security-inducing of professions. Nevertheless, they would haunt his 
presidency and repeatedly lead to behavior that would undermine his 
authority. 


Personality, politics, and the presidency 


“Well, I’m getting organized now,” the new president told his wife some 
eight weeks after taking office. “It won’t be long until I can sit back and 
study the whole picture and tell ’em what is to be done in each depart- 
ment. When things come to that stage there’ll be no more to this job than 
there was to running Jackson County and not any more worry.” *? The 
remark was characteristic of Harry Truman’s determined—one is tempted 
to say, desperate—optimism. But it equally reflected an initial lack of 
understanding about the nature of the presidency itself. 

Truman Papers, HSTL; Ferrell, ed., “Dear Bess,” 443—44, 492; Daniels, Man of Inde- 

pendence, 225. For Fulton, see Margaret Truman, Harry S. Truman, 215. 


32Burrus interview; Ferrell, ed., “Dear Bess,” 426. 
33 Ferrell, ed., “Dear Bess,” 514. 
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There can be no doubt that from the time he accepted the vice- 
presidential nomination Truman had repeated intimations that he very 
likely would soon be president of the United States.** He probably was 
emotionally prepared for the shock of Roosevelt’s death, but there was 
little he could do to ready himself for the presidency, given Roosevelt’s 
seeming indifference toward discussing other than immediate political 
problems with him. And, of course, no one had expected FDR’s death to 
come so quickly. As a result, Truman fell back on his instincts during his 
early months in office. 

The most obvious of these was to surround himself with friends he 
knew and trusted. Some were able, others beyond their depth, but neither 
the liberal nor the conservative press discriminated among them. Both 
reflexively asserted, with obvious historical parallels, that the president 
was surrounding himself with a “Missouri gang.”°> Truman’s reaction 
was a normal one and the “Missouri gang” stereotype a blatant distor- 
tion of reality. He very much wanted to keep some Roosevelt people 
whom he liked and trusted (among them Harry Hopkins, Jonathan Dan- 
iels, and Sam Rosenman), and neither his cabinet nor his staff was ever 
as top-heavy with people from his home state as was commonly alleged. 
All the same, those highly visible Missourians created a negative impres- 
sion, however unjustified, that haunted the Truman presidency for the 
next seven years. 

Truman related most easily and fully to men like himself—products 
of the American heartland or the border South, educated in their home 
states and possessing appearances and mannerisms that evidenced their 
origins. He enjoyed their company, liked an occasional after-hours drink 
with them, and felt free to use rough, rural language around them. But 
he valued even more highly another quality. As in the Senate, he pre- 
ferred doers to posturers, and he sought quiet achievers. He detested prima 
donnas (a favorite epithet) or people afflicted with ‘“‘Potomac fever.” As 
his administration progressed, he increasingly found such men from 
backgrounds quite different from his own. 

By his second term, in fact, the White House staff would consist al- 
most entirely of non-Missourians, many of them with Ivy League educa- 
tions. They were, of course, men of liberal Democratic political sympa- 
34See, e.g., Daniels, Man of Independence, 255; Harry Easley, Oral History Memoir, 41, 
3 Ben Man of Independence, 266-67; Steinberg, Man from Missouri, 242-43; Hamby, 


Beyond the New Deal, 54-59; Eben Ayers, Diary, 17 April, 18—19 April, 12 June, Ayers 
Papers, HSTL. 
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thies, but they may fairly (and nondisparagingly) be described as 
pragmatists and technicians rather than ideologists. Truman may not have 
cottoned to their northeastern intellectual style, and he maintained a for- 
mal relationship with them, rarely using profanity in their presence or 
inviting any of them for an after-hours drink. But he took them seriously, 
used them effectively, and won their loyalty. 

Another wholly understandable reaction in the first months was a de- 
termination to represent himself as a decisive leader, both because he 
needed to think of himself as such and because he understood that the 
public wanted reassurance. In the beginning, this undertaking was on the 
whole successful. Yet it soon wore thin. He was not the sort of person 
who was adept at dodging tough questions, keeping silent, or simply 
saying that something was under consideration. Soon, his dialogue with 
reporters in press conferences and on other occasions led to reversals that 
transmuted his public image from one of decisive leadership to one of 
impulsiveness. The examples are legion; one thinks immediately of the 
unhesitating endorsement of Henry Wallace’s Madison Square Garden 
speech, the “red herring” characterization of the early accusations against 
Alger Hiss, the offhand remarks about the possibility of using the atomic 
bomb in the Korean War.°° 

Then there were his temperamental outbursts, the most memorable 
example of which was that letter to the Washington Post music critic. 
Many will also recall the angry characterization of the Marine Corps at 
about the same time. But these were only two of many incidents that 
made him appear less than presidential to much of the public. By 1952, 
an editorial cartoonist was able to win the Pulitzer Prize with an effort 
that depicted an angry president confronting a group of journalists and 
telling them: ‘‘Your editors ought to have more sense than to print what 
I say!’3” 

Yet on important matters Harry Truman was neither impulsive nor 
prone to act in spasms of anger. In one crisis after another, he moved 
with caution and deliberation, invariably seeking a wide range of in- 
formed advice and attempting to construct as broad a consensus as pos- 


36 Public Papers of the Presidents of the United States: Harry S. Truman, 1946 (Washing- 
ton: U.S. Government Printing Office, 1962), 426-27; Public Papers, 1948, 432-33; 
Public Papers, 1950 (Washington: U.S. Government Printing Office, 1965), 727. 

37Donovan, Tumultuous Years, 311-12; Franklin D. Mitchell, “An Act of Presidential 
Indiscretion: Harry S$. Truman, Congressman McDonough, and the Marine Corps Inci- 
dent of 1950,” Presidential Studies Quarterly 11 (Fall 1981): 565-75; New York Times, 
6 May 1952, for Pulitzer cartoon. 
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sible. His administration took two years to arrive at a coherently for- 
mulated, publicly stated goal of containing the expansion of Soviet 
Communism. Until finally forced to the wall in September 1946, he hoped 
to keep both James Byrnes and Henry Wallace in his cabinet. He took 
nearly a week to commit ground troops to Korea. The decision to relieve 
General MacArthur was all but forced upon him by behavior that skirted 
the limits of constitutional government. It was peculiar that his circum- 
spection on the big things was obscured by his tendency to be impulsive 
and temperamental on the little ones, and unfortunate for both himself 
and the nation that this characteristic disproportionately damaged his 
presidency. 

Truman was above all a man of orderly habits and thought patterns. 
Once the initial shock of becoming president had worn off, once he had 
begun to develop a grasp of issues he had to master from scratch, once 
he began to feel comfortable handling the levers of power, he set about 
the task of restructuring both a disorderly White House and the entire 
executive branch. 

The patterns of jurisdiction that had characterized the Roosevelt ad- 
ministration disturbed him. Within the White House, Roosevelt had re- 
lied heavily on unofficial advisers (most notably Harry Hopkins) and had 
established few clear lines of authority or issue-jurisdiction among his 
official staff. Whether this messiness resulted from the application of a 
conscious plan and whether it possessed the hidden virtues that Arthur 
Schlesinger, Jr., and others have attributed to it, are questions beyond the 
scope of this paper. (Much probably depended on the mutual tolerance 
of the personalities who worked in the White House.) Truman estab- 
lished a much greater degree of orderliness, although unlike Eisenhower 
he refused to name a single chief of staff with near-total control over the 
information and people to be granted access to the president. The staff 
organization that evolved might be described as one of structured decen- 
tralization. 

John Steelman, the assistant to the president who had handled admin- 
istrative routine, frequently found himself called on in his area of special 
expertise, labor relations. The special counsel to the president (Clark 
Clifford, 1946-50; Charles Murphy, 1950-53) functioned as general 
legal adviser and chief speech writer; especially during Clifford’s tenure, 
he was informal chief of staff of the administrative assistants, each of 
whom was given reasonably well defined areas of responsibility. The press 
secretary (Charles Ross, 1945—50; Joseph Short, 1950-52; Roger Tubby, 
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1952-53) continued a job that had been well defined, and Ross espe- 
cially could have an impact on policy decisions. 

Other aides handled appointments to see the president (Matthew J. 
Connelly), formal correspondence (William D. Hassett), and patronage 
(Donald Dawson). Truman seems to have reserved most important 
congressional contacts for himself, with the special counsel or other aides 
involved according to the specific issue. The director of the budget and 
the chairman of the Council of Economic Advisers appear always to have 
had direct access to the president, although Leon Keyserling realized that 
his effectiveness could be enhanced by maintaining a close liaison with 
the special counsel. With the exception of Admiral Robert L. Dennison, 
who exercised great influence over maritime and shipping issues, the mil- 
itary aides do not seem to have played significant policy roles.*® 

Truman equally sought clear and precise relations with the cabinet. 
When he became president, many of the functions for which cabinet de- 
partments normally were responsible had been preempted by emergency 
war agencies. He wanted to phase them out as soon as possible and bring 
the cabinet back to what he considered its appropriate level of responsi- 
bility. His use of the cabinet, or at least his ideas on how it should be 
used, are interesting. He was a constitutional formalist who approached 
the workings of government from almost a civics-textbook viewpoint. At 
the beginning, he assumed that the executive branch was run by the pres- 
ident with his cabinet members acting as aides. He formed cabinet com- 
mittees to lobby for pending legislative proposals, such as the full em- 
ployment bill, and to carry out policy decisions. 

After observing this system for several months, Truman’s first director 
of the budget, Harold Smith, a holdover from the Roosevelt administra- 
tion and a perceptive analyst of the governmental process, made bold to 
deliver a lecture to the president on the fallacies of his modus operandi: 
“I pointed out that the President should think of his Cabinet members as 
operating commanders in their particular fields; that the Cabinet should 
never be used as a Staff and that it was disastrous to attempt to do so.” 
The president, he went on, should look to his cabinet for policy and po- 
litical recommendations, but he needed to remember that their judgment 
would be colored by their particular viewpoints and personal ambitions. 


38 Richard E. Neustadt’s contribution to Francis H. Heller, ed., The Truman White House: 
The Administration of the Presidency, 1945—53 (Lawrence: Regents Press of Kansas, 
1980), is an excellent summary of the staff situation at the end of the Truman presidency. 
Unfortunately, there is no study of the evolution of the staff system from 1945 to 1953. 
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It was absolutely necessary for the president “‘to have a separate staff 
operating in a detached, objective atmosphere to supply him with infor- 
mation and to check all the information that came to him.” *? 

Something resembling a coherent White House staff operation did be- 
come discernible in the months after this conversation. Truman would 
learn in time that in the main the cabinet officers had to be left to run 
their own departments. (It was neither possible nor desirable for a small 
White House staff to monitor most day-to-day operations.) Realizing that 
the interests of the president were not always identical with those of any 
given cabinet member, he sought as large a degree of loyalty, as great a 
sense of teamwork, and as much efficiency as he could extract from them.*° 

From the beginning, however, he was firm on a point most clearly 
illustrated by his rocky relationship with Secretary of State James F. Byrnes: 
On matters that he considered of presidential importance, he expected 
close consultation, deference, and respect. He knew that on many issues 
he was not well enough informed to make a decision without expert 
advice. He does not appear even to have required his cabinet members to 
present him with alternatives. What he did require was the final power 
to say yes or no, even when this amounted to little more than the power 
to approve that which inevitably would be approved. And he wanted his 
office and himself to receive the respect he felt it deserved. A “‘border- 
state politician” like Byrnes could erase years of respect and admiration 
by behaving as if he were a business partner rather than a subordinate. 
A northeastern patrician like Dean Acheson could win the president’s 
ineradicable loyalty and friendship by giving him, and the office, every 
measure of regard that Truman needed.*! 

When Truman became president, he felt that his ten years in Washing- 
ton had taught him that the federal bureaucracy was wasteful, inefficient, 
and encumbered with too many overlapping lines of jurisdiction. ‘The 


39Harold D. Smith, Diary, 8 February 1946, Smith Papers, HSTL. The Smith and Ayers 
diaries, taken together, give a valuable sense of Truman’s mind and the workings of the 
White House during the first year of his presidency. 

4° As late as 1949, however, Truman expected to be able to name Jonathan Daniels secre- 
tary of the navy. When he found himself forced to accede to the refusal of Louis Johnson, 
secretary of defense, he offered Daniels the consolation prize of an authorized biography, 
a recognition of cabinet responsibility especially beneficial to historians. 

“1On the Truman-Byrnes relationship, see Truman, Year of Decisions, 546-53, and Byrnes, 
All in One Lifetime, especially 399-403. Robert L. Messer, The End of an Alliance: 
James F. Byrnes, Roosevelt, Truman, and the Origins of the Cold War (Chapel Hill: 
University of North Carolina Press, 1983), is a fine scholarly account. On the Truman- 
Acheson relationship, see Dean Acheson, Present at the Creation: My Years in the State 
Department (New York: W. W. Norton, 1969). 
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longer I am here the more I hate the Bureaucrats,” he told an old friend 
in 1944, “They have neither common sense nor judgment.”” A man who 
had possessed a passion for administrative neatness since his years as a 
county judge, he took some matters into his own hands. 

He made the unification of the armed forces and the consolidation of 
foreign intelligence activities primary White House objectives. He ap- 
pointed the Hoover Commission to undertake a study of the entire ex- 
ecutive branch with an eye to greater efficiency, secured an executive 
reorganization act, and did as much as he could to implement its recom- 
mendations. The results were limited but useful. William Pemberton has 
argued that Truman left the executive branch more manageable than he 
found it but ran up against interest-group politics in his attempt to create 
an administrative model. Pemberton also notes one by-product of the 
administrative reform drive: “Support for the [Hoover] commission pro- 
posals, which turned into a national fad, allowed the people to ratify the 
New Deal by trying to insure that its programs were effectively adminis- 
tered.”’ 4? 

The president, of course, is not simply a chief administrator; he is 
probably most in view as chief legislator. Truman had been acceptable 
to Roosevelt for the vice-presidency in large measure because of his pop- 
ularity in Congress. FDR assumed that, unlike Henry Wallace, Truman 
would be an effective lobbyist for administration proposals and a pur- 
veyor of goodwill for the White House. As much as possible, he seems to 
have fulfilled this function during his brief vice-presidency.*? Throughout 
his term as president, he seems to have maintained friendly relations with 
almost everyone on Capitol Hill, however bitter the political differences 
between himself and some of his former colleagues. Yet his domestic 
record is generally recalled for what it did not achieve, and he is most 
commonly remembered as flailing away at a hostile, unresponsive Con- 
gress. Here, as in other aspects of his life, appearances were deceiving. 

Congress is not a neutral, inert mass waiting to be stirred by presiden- 
tial leadership. Who could argue with such a truism? Yet the historians 
who speak in general terms about Truman’s lack of leadership appear to 


“Truman to Marvin Gates, 28 January 1942, Senatorial File, Truman Papers, HSTL; Wiil- 
liam E. Pemberton, Bureaucratic Politics: Executive Reorganization during the Truman 
Administration (Columbia: University of Missouri Press, 1979), 174. 

*3Truman’s brief vice-presidency is covered in Daniels, Man of Independence, 255-57; 
Steinberg, Man from Missouri, 228-235; and Gosnell, Truman’s Crises, 209-214. See 
also Arthur F. McClure and Donna Costigan, “The Truman Vice Presidency: Construc- 
tive Apprenticeship or Brief Interlude?” Missouri Historical Review LXV (April 1971): 
318-41. 
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proceed from the opposite assumption, arguing that a talented and vig- 
orous president, presumably one capable of making a good speech and 
somehow persuading or forcing Congress to follow him, could have mar- 
shaled the American people behind him and obtained passage of the en- 
tire Fair Deal agenda. It is ironic that their example, usually implicit, at 
times explicit, is Franklin D. Roosevelt, for it was precisely Roosevelt’s 
steadily declining leverage with the Congress that had made Truman seem 
so attractive as a running mate. 

Different Congresses have different structures, and Truman adopted a 
different stance toward each of the four Congresses he faced. But a few 
generalizations appear in order. In each Congress, the controlling elite 
(“the establishment”) and the center of ideological gravity were located 
to the right of Truman’s Fair Deal. With the possible exception of the 
Eightieth Congress, this situation roughly reflected the attitude of most 
Americans, who, opinion data demonstrated, were conservative in the 
simplest sense of that word—wanting to preserve the society in which 
they lived and undisposed toward major change in either ideological di- 
rection. Even if Congress had somehow been unrepresentative, its insti- 
tutional mechanisms, particularly the filibuster and the power of the House 
Rules Committee, made it possible for a determined minority to block 
new departures. 

From his first message to Congress to the end of his presidency, Tru- 
man advocated proposals for which no majority or potential majority 
can be discerned—national health insurance, civil rights, aid to educa- 
tion, repeal of Taft-Hartley, the Brannan plan. His Senate leaders (Alben 
Barkley, Scott Lucas, and Gerald McFarland) were amiable, ineffectual 
men; his House leader (Sam Rayburn) was too attached to the mores of 
the chamber to make himself the consistent instrument of a presidential 
attempt to dominate it. 

Finally Truman, like Roosevelt and every other president before him, 
faced the decentralized nature of the U.S. party system, a fact of life that 
made party discipline, as it is customarily exercised in parliamentary de- 
mocracies, all but nonexistent. A system in which lines of authority run 
directly from voters to individual legislators, rather than from voters to 
party to legislator, deprives a party leadership of the most effective means 
of discipline (control of nominations) and may deprive the leadership 
itself of coherence or even any generally accepted identity. 

In general, presidents before Truman had brought Congress down ma- 
jor new paths only when they could display apparent overwhelming ap- 
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proval or when they were acting to meet an overriding national emer- 
gency. Like most presidents, Truman possessed only slim resources in his 
efforts to work his will on Congress. In this perspective, what he achieved 
looms larger than most scholars believe.*4 

He was at the beginning overoptimistic about his chances with the 
Seventy-ninth, or “‘reconversion,”” Congress. Quickly he learned that his 
influence and popularity as a senator were not transferable to 1600 Penn- 
sylvania Avenue on most matters of substance. Nevertheless, he did se- 
cure a major piece of legislation, the Employment Act of 1946. He did 
not get what most people in truth did not want, the extension of wartime 
economic controls. 

The Eightieth Congress, the “Republican” Congress, gave him his most 
enduring image. Facing an opposition-controlled legislative body almost 
certain to reject any domestic program he proposed, he adopted the role 
of an oppositionist. Displaying amazing virtuosity, he persuaded most of 
the Republicans to support a “bipartisan foreign policy.” Yet he never 
attempted serious negotiations with Republican leaders on any domestic 
issue, and he blamed them for every difficulty in American life. Concen- 
trating on building a record that played to the interest groups that made 
up the Democratic presidential party, he took his case directly to the 
people and won in 1948.*° 

His success was accompanied by the election of the Eighty-first Con- 
gress, in many ways the most complex and interesting of all. Truman 
worked hard at legislative leadership with this Congress, even obtaining 
curbs on the power of the House Rules Committee. Yet it was here that 
his major Fair Deal issues, with the exception of a not entirely successful 
housing program, met defeat. What are frequently overlooked are his 


“4These generalizations are based on my research in a wide range of primary and secondary 
sources over the past twenty years. A few of the most important and accessible sources 
for them are George H. Gallup, The Gallup Poll: Public Opinion, 1935-1971, vols. 1 
and 2 (New York: Random House, 1972); James MacGregor Burns, The Deadlock of 
Democracy (Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice-Hall, 1963); David R. Mayhew, Party Loy- 
alty Among Congressmen (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1966); Samuel Lubell, 
Future of American Politics, and Revolt of the Moderates (New York: Harper & Broth- 
ers, 1956); and Richard E. Neustadt, Presidential Power: The Politics of Leadership (New 
York: John Wiley, 1960). Relevant chapters of the following two books strike me as 
particularly effective in displaying the character of the postwar (1945—c. 1963) Con- 
gresses: Rowland Evans and Robert Novak, Lyndon B. Johnson: The Exercises of Power 
(New York: New American Library, 1966), and Harry McPherson, A Political Education 
(Boston: Little, Brown, 1972). 

45Susan M. Hartmann, Truman and the 80th Congress (Columbia: University of Missouri 
Press, 1971), does an excellent job of examining the way in which the White House dealt 
with this Congress. 
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successes. The Eighty-first Congress was most revelatory of the underly- 
ing social-political climate of the Truman administration, and Truman’s 
final record was congruent with what we know of public opinion. 

The White House predictably lost on the big issues for which there 
was no majority in the country at large, but it consistently won on issues 
for which there was widespread support. Aid to middle-class housing 
was the most obvious, but there were numerous other victories that might 
be described as major additions to or updatings of existing New Deal 
legislation. Arthur J. Altmeyer has described the Social Security Act of 
1950, for example, as almost as significant as the original legislation it- 
self. Truman’s experience with the Eighty-first Congress displayed the 
legislative side of his role as president in domestic policy, as a-consoli- 
dator who built constructively onto the edifice erected by his predeces- 
sor.*¢ 

The Eighty-second Congress reflected Democratic setbacks in the 1950 
elections and ran through the domestic trauma of the unwinnable stale- 
mate in Korea. Here Truman faced a situation almost as intractable as 
that posed by the Eightieth Congress. For the sake of achieving party 
unity behind his foreign policy, he abandoned any serious attempts at 
major domestic legislation. Instead, he contented himself with a series of 
pronouncements designed to keep his program before the electorate and 
to see that it remained part of the agenda of the Democratic party.*” 

Truman, Samuel Lubell has suggested, purposely zigzagged in an ef- 
fort to appease all the diverse groups of the Democratic party and ulti- 
mately kept it on dead center, the only position in which it could remain 
unified. As a description of the Truman presidency, the Lubell thesis has 
something to be said for it. As a description of Truman’s motivation, it 
is superficial. It has a grain of truth in this respect: As a nonideological 
man with a fierce attachment to his party, Truman was an inclusionist 
rather than an exclusionist. He wanted the Democratic party to embrace 
as many diverse groups as possible and hoped to reconcile even northern 
blacks and southern whites.** 


46On the housing issue, see Richard O. Davies, Housing Reform during the Truman Ad- 
ministration (Columbia: University of Missouri Press, 1966). On Social Security, see Ar- 
thur J. Altmeyer, The Formative Years of Social Security (Madison: University of Wis- 
consin Press, 1968), 7. The Eighty-first Congress is among the most studied by political 
scientists, but both David B. Truman, The Congressional Party (New York: John Wiley, 
1959), and Duncan MacRae, Jr., Dimensions of Congressional Voting (Berkeley: Univer- 
sity of California Press, 1958), may strike historians as less than satisfactory. 
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Lubell also implies that Truman did not really believe in much of what 
he advocated. That judgment rests, I think, on a fundamental misreading 
of his personality. Harry Truman was the sort of person who had to 
believe in positions he advocated publicly. Sometimes belief did not come 
naturally or easily, but either because Truman wanted to believe for po- 
litical reasons or because he underwent a change of heart, it came. The 
classic example is civil rights. Consider the arguments that came most 
naturally to him—the unacceptability of mob violence directed toward 
black war veterans and the need to give everyone, black or white, a fair 
chance in life. These arguments came from deep within his family back- 
ground and experience. He may have used these arguments so often be- 
cause he needed to convince himself as well as the broader electorate. 
Personal letters that he wrote after leaving the presidency and his public 
membership in the Democratic Advisory Council provide convincing evi- 
dence that after it made no political difference, he continued to believe 
in civil rights, national health insurance, and all the rest—that in fact he 
took pride in his identification with them.*? 

Discussions of Truman’s congressional leadership have rarely said much 
about his foreign policy record. Yet here he was as shrewd and as effec- 
tive as any American president. Throughout his years in office, Truman 
consistently had his way with Congress on the top priority of his admin- 
istration, foreign policy. Throughout his first term and into the beginning 
of his second, he enlisted the support of a majority of the Republican 
party. As the Republicans succumbed to McCarthyism and began to take 
advantage of the political opportunities presented by the Korean War, he 
brought his own party behind him on such difficult issues as the Mac- 
Arthur dismissal and the dispatch of additional ground forces to Europe. 
Truman’s success in the Eightieth Congress was especially remarkable. 
The key to it, I think, was this: The Truman Doctrine and the Marshall 
Plan won the vociferous opposition of the far Right and the far Left, but 
Truman preempted the center. Here he found himself in the position in 
“The best and most thorough study of Truman and civil rights is Donald R. McCoy and 

Richard T. Ruetten, Quest and Response: Minority Rights and the Truman Administra- 
tion (Lawrence: Regents Press of Kansas, 1973); representative counterparts to their gen- 
erally favorable evaluation of Truman may be found in William C. Berman, The Politics 
of Civil Rights in the Truman Administration (Columbus: Ohio State University Press, 
1970), and Harvard Sitkoff, “Harry Truman and the Election of 1948: The Coming of 
Age of Civil Rights in American Politics,” Journal of Southern History XX XVII (Novem- 
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which he was most comfortable and from which it was easiest to build 
majority support. 

When Truman became president, he possessed some well-defined im- 
pulses about U.S. foreign policy. Foremost among these was a strong 
commitment to what people vaguely and rather naively called ‘‘interna- 
tionalism”—the belief that the United States should exercise vigorous 
leadership in postwar world affairs and work for the betterment of man- 
kind. He claimed to have carried with him for years lines of poetry from 
Tennyson describing mankind’s last apocalyptic war and the establish- 
ment of universal law. He was capable of genuine eloquence when he 
spoke to visitors of envisaging TVAs for the Euphrates, the Yangtze, or 
the Danube. He also was predisposed toward suspicion of all totalitarian 
states, the Soviet Union as well as Nazi Germany.°° 

But his actual experience in diplomacy was nil. He wanted to establish 
himself as a leader and make key decisions, but he also realized that he 
needed expert advice. In private, he could make statements so naive and 
ill-informed that they bordered on the bizarre: Stalin reminded him of 
Tom Pendergast, Stalin was a prisoner of the Politburo, Soviet foreign 
policy followed the dictates of “the will of Peter the Great.” He seems to 
have been about as tolerant of Third World neutralism as was John Fos- 
ter Dulles and may have been more prone to confuse it with communism. 
Perhaps it was shallow, perhaps understandable, that his conceptualiza- 
tion of most problems depended more on specific examples than gener- 
alized understanding. For example, his contempt for the regime of Span- 
ish caudillo Francisco Franco deepened into strong personal outrage when 
he learned that the fascist dictator persecuted Baptists and Masons.°! 

Still, it is hard to discern any significant diplomatic decision of his 
presidency based simply on personal whim. Although he might vent his 
prejudices and misinformation to friends, aides, and occasional journal- 
ists, he relied heavily on the experts for policy advice. Especially after 
General George C. Marshall became secretary of state, it was the State 
Department that did the basic thinking about U.S. foreign policy, gave 


%°John Hersey, “Profiles [Harry S. Truman],”” New Yorker, 14 April 1961; David Lilien- 
thal, The Atomic Energy Years (New York: Harper & Row, 1964), 475; Ferrell, ed., 
“Dear Bess,” 471, 474. 

5!Daniels, Man of Independence, 23; J. Garry Clifford, “Harry Truman and Peter the Great’s 
Will,” Diplomatic History ¥V (Fall 1980): 371-85; Truman, Memo to Dean Acheson, 2 
August 1951, and attached letter, Thomas Harkins to Fred Land, 25 July 1951, For- 
eign—Spain, President’s Secretary’s File, Truman Papers, HSTL. 
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the president most of his information, and presented him with the alter- 
natives. Truman’s style of decision making provided ample play for the 
expression of his temperament as a constructive force in U.S. foreign 
policy, even as it assured that he would not undertake initiatives based 
on ignorance. 

It was this temperament that also determined his response to Mc- 
Carthyism and the civil liberties crisis of his second term. No one can 
claim that Truman’s record was flawless. His loyalty program was poorly 
conceived and his Smith Act prosecutions ill-advised. He felt compelled 
by political considerations to praise J. Edgar Hoover and the FBI, al- 
though he privately detested both the man and the institution. But his 
personal experience, his reading of history, his partisanship, his sense of 
commitment to his friends, and his civil libertarian advisers all combined 
to produce a president instinctively opposed to anti-communist excesses. 

He had suffered investigations into his own finances and personal life 
in the Pendergast years and resented the experience bitterly. An avid reader 
of American history, especially influenced by the partisan Democratic 
works of Claude Bowers, he identified with the Jeffersonian principles of 
the 1790s. As the Internal Security Act of 1950 came to the White House, 
he resisted pressure from his own party to go along with it and told his 
advisers he would not sign “a sedition bill.” And surely it was not by 
accident that he chose primary advisers on civil liberties and national 
security—Clark Clifford, Charles Murphy, Stephen Spingarn, and Max 
Lowenthal—who consistently displayed more concern about civil liber- 
ties than about communist subversion. So did Truman. Despite revision- 
ist claims that he initiated McCarthyism by exaggerating the dangers of 
communism at home, any thorough examination of his pronouncements 
on the subject demonstrates that he consistently argued that the com- 
munist threat was primarily external. 

Perhaps his fundamental impulses, however, were his sense of obliga- 
tion to his associates and his need to defend his administration against 
the partisan opposition. He denounced McCarthyism and Senator 
McCarthy himself more strongly and regularly than almost any other 
politician in Washington, albeit to little effect. Defending General Mar- 
shall against McCarthy’s smears after Dwight Eisenhower had backed 
away from doing so, he revealed his most elemental feelings when he told 
a crowd in Boston, “I stand by my friends.’>” 


52Hamby, Beyond the New Deal, 410-14, 502. 
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Here, as was usually the case during his presidency, his temperament 
served him well. 


Reality and legend 


Harry Truman was not the closet conservative so frequently depicted by 
revisionist historians, nor was he simply a nonideological pol who hap- 
pened to have an aversion to cheap cigars. He possessed a complex polit- 
ical identity, composed of elements that were not entirely compatible. He 
was an intensely partisan Democrat who identified with the reformist 
wing of his party. He lived and assimilated within himself all the contra- 
dictory currents of the Age of Reform, from Bryan through FDR. He 
began his adulthood as a neopopulist entrepreneur, picked up the prin- 
ciples of “business progressivism” in public administration, and moved 
into the urban-labor liberalism of the New Deal. Along the way, he had 
to compromise his more idealistic values, made a virtue of doing so, and 
took pride in considering himself a practical politician. 

For a man often remembered for his cockiness, he had a remarkable 
understanding of his limitations. His political campaigns were attuned to 
issues, not to his personality. Assuming that people would be inclined to 
vote less for his personality than for the causes with which he identified 
himself, he practiced the politics of the hard sell: “I am not asking you 
to vote for me alone,” he declared in a 1948 whistle-stop speech at Fresno, 
California, ‘I want you to vote for yourselves. Vote for your own inter- 
ests.””5? 

He practiced interest-group politics with considerable skill but never 
identified fully with any one interest and felt it imperative to preserve his 
sense of independence from all of them. Inclined to accept the designa- 
tion “‘liberal,’’ he nonetheless had little patience with liberal intellectuals 
and their pet politicians. When asked to define the term, he never got 
much further than the proposition that liberalism meant a concern for 
the welfare of all the people. By instinct more than by theory, he was 
what came to be called a Vital Center liberal with a mixed view of human 
nature, a distrust of excessive centralization, and a skepticism about all 
absolutes. 

In dealing with domestic problems, this attitude translated into a belief 
in equal opportunity, a suspicion of bigness, a rather broad view of just 
who was the “little man,” a distaste for bureaucratic government that 
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coexisted uneasily with advocacy of the welfare state, and a mixed bag 
of fiscal attitudes in which budget balancing and easy money bumped 
against each other. In foreign policy, an area in which he was untrained 
and not very knowledgeable, there were two elements at the core of his 
faith: a belief in an American mission throughout the world and a con- 
viction that the totalitarianism of the Left was as menacing as that of the 
Right. 

When Harry Truman went into retirement in 1953, he was unpopular 
and discredited. There can be little doubt that most Americans felt that 
he had not been big enough for his job. Slowly, his public reputation 
recovered. By the end of the 1950s, he had a good press and considerable 
public esteem. Through the 1960s and 1970s his standing grew steadily. 
By 1974, it was so high that a new and unsure Republican president 
would attempt to gain public favor by comparing himself to the man who 
once had been the scourge of the Grand Old Party. 

Good substantive reasons existed for the Truman renaissance among 
those who undertook serious comparisons of his presidential perfor- 
mance with that of most of his successors. But these were less important 
than the increasing attractiveness of the Truman image. To a generation 
in which individuality was all but smothered by bigness, bureaucracy, 
and impersonality, he represented an era of small communities, sincere 
relationships, and elemental values. To a generation alienated by trans- 
parently synthetic and devious leadership, the man who said what he 
thought and sneered at the pollsters seemed to possess a quality of au- 
thenticity that had departed from American political life. 

Truman liked to imagine himself as a composite of the American com- 
mon man, and in many ways he was the ordinary American in his beliefs, 
his tastes, and his behavior. He represented as vividly as any American 
political leader the American democratic man. A Baptist, an intense cul- 
tural traditionalist, a man who could seem obsessed with the need for 
recognition, an inner-directed personality who managed to put his im- 
print on an other-directed world, Truman in many ways was a magnified 
image of the American democrat with his virtues, his limitations, his in- 
securities. 

Democracies tend to oscillate between self-glorification and self-doubt. 
In their search for political leadership, especially in difficult times, they 
are most receptive to extraordinary individuals who display powers well 
beyond those of the common man. It was Truman’s misfortune to follow 
such a man, and his presidency suffered by comparison. At times, as in 
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1948, his talent for striking a sense of identification with the ordinary 
American became a political asset; more often it was a liability. None- 
theless, Truman left behind a record of considerable achievement, and 
however much historians may continue to debate it, it seems likely that 
he will remain enshrined in the popular consciousness as an example of 
the potential of American democracy. 
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Forging America’s postwar order: 
domestic politics and political economy 
in the age of Truman 


ROBERT GRIFFITH 


As often happens in the search after truth, if we have answered one question, we 

have raised many more; if we have followed one track home, we have had to 

pass by others that opened off it and led, or seemed to lead, to far other goals. 
Sir James George Frazer, The Golden Bough 


Almost every book written on the presidency of Harry S. Truman in- 
cludes, if indeed it does not begin with, an account of that afternoon of 
12 April 1945, when the vice-president, having just left the Senate cham- 
ber, where he had been presiding, headed for the Capitol Hill office of 
House Speaker Sam Rayburn to join a small group of Democratic leaders 
who met there regularly to open a bottle and “strike a blow for liberty.” 
“Before I could even begin a conversation with the half a dozen fellows 
that were there,” Truman later recalled, “Sam told me that [White House 
aide] Stephen Early had called and wanted me to call right back. I did, 
and Early said to come right over to the White House.” Minutes later, at 
the other end of Pennsylvania Avenue, Truman was taken directly to 
Eleanor Roosevelt’s study. “Harry,” Mrs. Roosevelt said, “the president 
is dead.” There was a long pause as Truman struggled to collect himself. 
Then he asked, “‘Is there anything I can do for you?” Mrs. Roosevelt 
gently replied, “Is there anything we can do for you? For you are the one 
in trouble now.”! 
‘Harry $. Truman, Memoirs, vol. 1, Year of Decisions (Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday, 
1955), 5; Robert H. Ferrell, ed., Off the Record: The Private Papers of Harry S. Truman 
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Yet neither Eleanor Roosevelt nor the new president understood just 
how great those troubles would prove or how critical the years that fol- 
lowed would be in shaping the history of the modern United States. The 
world that Harry Truman and other Americans had inherited was strange 
and in some ways rawly new. In Europe, more than three decades of 
violent upheaval had not only taken an enormous toll in lives and mate- 
rial but had irreparably weakened the old, European-led world system 
that had ordered international affairs for more than a century. Germany, 
whose economic and military power had dominated the continent 
throughout much of the twentieth century, now faced virtual annihila- 
tion, as Allied armies closed from both the east and the west. France and 
Britain, once great imperial powers and now ostensibly victorious, were 
but little better off than the vanquished. By contrast, the Soviet Union 
had emerged from the war a major, if battered, new world power. In the 
Far East, the imminent defeat of Japan promised to change the balance 
of power radically in the Pacific, while throughout the colonial world of 
Asia and Africa the collapse of imperial Europe released powerful revo- 
lutionary stirrings among peoples seeking self-determination and eco- 
nomic development. 

The United States, which alone of the great powers had escaped the 
destruction wrought by war, was now the most powerful nation in the 
world, both militarily and economically. In victory, however, Americans 
and their leaders would confront myriad difficult questions: What would 
be the character of the postwar relations between the United States and 
its allies, especially the Soviet Union? With its vanquished enemies, Ger- 
many and Japan? With the war-devastated nations of Europe? And with 
the peoples of Latin America, Africa, and Asia? What role would the 
United States play in the reconstruction of world affairs? And how would 
the costs and burdens of that role be distributed? What implications would 
all this, in turn, have for the ordering of politics and economics at home? 

Harry Truman and other Americans faced an equally difficult set of 
problems in their domestic affairs. The Depression that had preceded 
World War II had produced enormous, if piecemeal and at times contra- 
dictory, changes in U.S. politics and political economy. The New Deal 
had sought to impose social discipline on U.S. capitalism, to protect in- 
dividuals from arbitrary and impersonally inflicted deprivation, and to 
mobilize the common people in pursuit of a more democratic social and 
economic order. But the New Deal had also aroused powerful economic 
and political interests that were determined, if not to destroy reform, 
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then at least to turn it to their own purposes. World War II had shown 
some of them how this might be accomplished through the accommoda- 
tion of business and government, but many important issues remained 
unresolved at war’s end. 

The power and reach of the national government had grown enor- 
mously during the Depression and war, but the question of how and in 
whose interest that power would be used remained largely unanswered. 
Could the U.S. economy be harnessed to democratic and egalitarian goals, 
or would it serve as a powerful engine of inequality and special privilege? 
Would insurgents, aroused by the economic collapse of the 1930s, suc- 
ceed in emptying private ownership of its meaning through progressive 
taxation, vigorous proconsumer regulation, and public ownership? Or 
would the powers of government be used instead to secure and defend 
patterns of privilege? Would the state be employed to redistribute power 
by encouraging the organization of the powerless, or would its authority 
now be used to restrain the new power of workers, farmers, and urban 
minorities? 

Beyond these explicitly political issues lay yet a third set of questions, 
again at least partially open to resolution, involving the day-to-day lives 
of ordinary citizens. In 1945, Americans lived in the midst of a great, 
though as yet uncompleted, revolution, as the continued spread of indus- 
trial organization, mass communications, and secular values transformed 
the nation from a patchwork of local cultures into a single mass society. 
Both the Depression and World War II, moreover, had imposed their 
own powerful influences on the lives of ordinary Americans. ‘““The great 
knife of the depression . . . cut down through the entire population cleav- 
ing open the lives of rich as well as poor,” wrote Robert and Helen Lynd 
on their return to “Middletown” in the 1930s. ‘“The experience has been 
more nearly universal than any prolonged recent emotional experience in 
the city’s history; it has approached in its elemental shock the primary 
experiences of birth and death.” The experience of war was scarcely less 
profound or far-reaching. More than 12 million men and women entered 
the armed forces, nearly a million of whom were killed or wounded. 
More than 15 million others left their homes to find work in the bur- 
geoning defense industries. In 1945, as the war drew to a close and the 
nation began conversion to peacetime, these and other Americans anx- 
iously faced a future over which they had only partial control. Would 
they find jobs, and if so on what terms? Would they find decent housing, 
and if so where and at what costs? What would be the character of rela- 
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tionships between men and women, parents and children, friends and 
neighbors? How would balances be struck between private and public 
consumption, between development and preservation, between competi- 
tion and community? 

The way in which all these questions (foreign and domestic, political 
and economic, social and cultural) were answered; the way in which the 
conflicts of nations and classes and interests were resolved or institution- 
alized; the myriad compromises, arrangements, accommodations, bar- 
gains, and truces (both armed and otherwise) that were struck; the bal- 
ances of power (however dynamic or fragile) that resulted—all this would 
mark the emergence of a fundamentally new era in U.S. and world his- 
tory and of a fundamentally new order created out of the instability of 
war and depression. 

Profound changes, of course, seldom advertise themselves, and neither 
Harry Truman nor indeed most Americans were fully aware of the trans- 
formation that was taking place in their time. All Truman knew was that 
the weight of complex problems now bore down heavily on him. He felt, 
he told reporters the day after Roosevelt’s death, as though ‘“‘the moon, 
the stars and all the planets had fallen on me.” Years later he confessed, 
“I was plenty scared, but, of course, I didn’t let anybody see it.”* Ner- 
vous and uncertain of his own capacity for leadership, the new president 
anxiously if unknowingly faced the beginning of a new era in U.S. his- 
tory. 


The postwar order 


The idea of a postwar order is, of course, hardly new. During the war 
itself Americans as dissimilar as Henry Luce and Henry Wallace confi- 
dently predicted the advent of what they respectively called ‘‘the Ameri- 
can Century” and “the Century of the Common Man.” Indeed, even 
before America’s entry into the war, sophisticated observers such as Dean 
Acheson had called on Americans to assume “some responsibility for 
making possible a world of order.” Thirty years later he would modestly 
title the memoir of his State Department years Present at the Creation.? 
Several generations of diplomatic historians, orthodox and revisionist alike, 
?Donovan, Conflict and Crisis, 15-18; Merle Miller, Plain Speaking: An Oral Biography 
of Harry S. Truman (New York: Putnam, 1973), 36. 
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have agreed. Whatever their differences over the relative responsibility of 
U.S. and Soviet leaders, the role of ideals and self-interest, the contingent 
effect of personality and chance, or the relative importance of economics, 
politics, and bureaucracy, they appear virtually unanimous on the deter- 
minative influence of the early postwar years and on the way in which 
the calculus of U.S. and Soviet power brought into being a new, if peril- 
ous, international system. 

What has been somewhat less obvious, at least until recently, is that 
an analogous process was taking place at home as well—that here, too, 
a new postwar world was being created. To be sure, social scientists have 
not lacked for terms to describe this new order; a partial listing would 
include new or ‘“‘modern’”’ capitalism, the mixed economy, liberal or so- 
cietal corporatism, the New Industrial State, the Welfare State, the War- 
fare State, and the Broker State. The recent efforts of political economists 
to define the postwar era have been especially provocative. In Segmented 
Work, Divided Workers: The Historical Transformation of Labor in the 
United States (1982), David Gordon, Richard Edwards, and Michael Reich 
argue that the postwar era constituted a new “social structure of accu- 
mulation,” by which they mean the political and institutional environ- 
ment within which economic processes occur. Similarly, Samuel Bowles, 
David Gordon, and Thomas Weisskopf, in Beyond the Wasteland: A 
Democratic Alternative to Economic Decline (1983), describe “‘a post- 
war corporate system” made up of a series of ‘“‘accords”’ in international 
economics, in the relations between capital and labor, and in domestic 
politics.‘ 

Yet even the best of these efforts have been but thinly historical. Few 
social scientists have paid more than passing attention to the system’s 
origins or fully captured the complexity or political dynamism through 
which it was created. With a few important exceptions, historians have 
generally eschewed broad generalization or have been content to depict 
‘David Gordon, Richard Edwards, and Michael Reich, Segmented Work, Divided Work- 

ers: The Historical Transformation of Labor in the United States (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1982). The authors tie the creation of such structures to the so-called 
long swings of world capitalism and to a new theory of labor market segmentation, neither 
of which is addressed in this paper. Their concept of a postwar “accord” or “social struc- 
ture of accumulation,” however, with its emphasis on politics and institutional environ- 
ment, provides a lively point for interdisciplinary exchange with historians of recent U.S. 
politics. For a thoughtful discussion of the relevance of their work to labor history, see 
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nal of American History 71 (June 1984): 93-100. Samuel Bowles, David Gordon, and 
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postwar politics as either a relatively unimportant adjunct to the cold 
war or as a mildly reformist interlude between the New Deal and the 
New Frontier. One of the principal arguments of this paper is that the 
concept of a new postwar order (or “‘accord,” or “‘social structure of 
accumulation”) provides a useful framework for organizing our knowl- 
edge of postwar domestic politics and perhaps for better understanding 
the integral character of the era. 

Having said this, let me quickly add three important qualifications: 

First, I do not wish to claim too much for the years under considera- 
tion. Historical processes are neither discrete nor discontinuous. The 
construction of America’s new order did not begin in 1945 or, for that 
matter, end in 1953. Indeed, it seems clear that many of the materials for 
that order had been assembled during the preceding decades of depres- 
sion and war, if not during the near-century of industrial and urban growth 
that had gone before. Nevertheless, the argument of this essay is that the 
postwar years were important and not just as a holding action or era of 
political stalemate. 

Second, although the processes by which America’s postwar domestic 
order was created were intimately connected to the processes through 
which the postwar international order was created, I have (resisting great 
temptation) restrained myself from discussing either international affairs 
or the complex relationships between foreign and domestic politics. Nor, 
for that matter, have I addressed the politics of the workplace, the school, 
or the home, even though the themes I have attempted to develop are 
intimately related to developments in each of these other historical ven- 
ues. 

Finally, let me warn the reader that this may seem a somewhat odd 
essay for me to have contributed to a volume on Harry Truman, because 
Truman himself appears relatively infrequently in its pages. In part this 
is because Professor Hamby provides a biographical profile of Truman 
elsewhere in this volume, in part because so much has already been writ- 
ten from various angles about the president and his presidency, but mainly 
because of my own desire to explore what I believe are the deeper cur- 
rents that shaped American politics in the early postwar era, and for this 
a biographical approach is inadequate.* 


> The best general account of the Truman presidency is the two-volume study by journalist 
Robert J. Donovan, Conflict and Crisis: The Presidency of Harry S. Truman, 1945-1948, 
and Tumultuous Years: The Presidency of Harry S. Truman, 1949-1953 (New York: 
W. W. Norton, 1982). See also Alonzo L. Hamby, Beyond the New Deal: Harry S. Tru- 
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The second major theme of this essay is that America’s new postwar 
domestic order was shaped not just by the inertial momentum of a de- 
clining New Deal or by the exigencies of World War II and the cold war 
but rather, to a degree far too little studied or understood, by the political 
mobilization of U.S. business. This mobilization began during the late 
1930s, was at least partially adjourned during the war, but was greatly 
expanded in the years immediately following the war’s end. U.S. business 
leaders had been badly shaken by the political and economic upheavals 
of the 1930s and were deeply troubled by the disorderly and sometimes 
threatening world in which they found themselves. Indeed, despite the 
waning of the New Deal and the wartime collaboration with the Roose- 
velt administration, they entered the postwar era fearing that the contin- 
ued popularity of New Deal liberalism at home and the spread of social- 
ism abroad foreshadowed drastic and undesirable changes in the U.S. 
economic system. The political mobilization of business was designed to 
arrest such alarming possibilities and to create instead a secure and or- 
derly environment for the expansion of business enterprise. 

The scope of this mobilization and the multiplicity of actions that it 
encompassed almost defy generalization. Its sources included the activi- 
ties of individual firms; trade associations and other industrywide orga- 
nizations; “peak”’ associations such as the National Association of Man- 
ufacturers (NAM) and the U.S. Chamber of Commerce; other national 
business groups such as the Committee for Economic Development (CED), 
the Business Advisory Council (BAC) and the Advertising Council; and 
a variety of associations, foundations, and other organizations depen- 
dent, in varying degrees, on business support and reflective, also in vary- 
ing degrees, of business opinion. Its targets ranged from the work forces 
of individual firms and the local communities surrounding individual plants 
to the legislative, executive, and judicial branches of the national govern- 
ment. Its techniques included lobbying, campaign financing, and litiga- 
tion as well as the whole new arsenal of professional public relations— 


man and American Liberalism (New York: Columbia University Press, 1973), and, for a 
more critical appraisal, Bert Cochran, Harry Truman and the Crisis Presidency (New 
York: Funk & Wagnalls, 1973). For a comprehensive bibliography of the Truman years, 
see Richard Dean Burns, Harry S. Truman: A Bibliography of His Times and Presidency 
(Wilmington, Del.: Scholarly Resources, 1984). For a discussion of the scholarly literature 
on the Truman presidency, see Robert Griffith, “Truman and the Historians: The Recon- 
struction of Postwar American History,” Wisconsin Magazine of History 59 (Autumn 
1975): 20-50. 
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institutional advertising, philanthropy, sponsorship of research, and in- 
dustrial and community relations. Collectively, these activities consti- 
tuted the largest and most systematic deployment of corporate power in 
the history of the United States.° 

Much of this power was deployed by the owners and managers of 
individual firms, who organized political contributions and corporate 
philanthropy, dispatched lobbyists and other representatives to Washing- 
ton, or expanded their companies’ public relations budgets. Some of these 
efforts were limited to specific goals, as when the Great Atlantic and 
Pacific Tea Company (A&P) launched a public relations campaign to 
help defeat an antitrust suit or when Weyerhaeuser, disturbed over the 
possibility of constricting regulation, employed advertisements of idyllic 
forest scenes to tout its timber management policies. Some were more 
general, as when Standard Oil of New Jersey, embarrassed by the expo- 
sure of its prewar ties with the German company, I. G. Farben, hired the 


®On lobbying, see especially the Hearings of the House Select Committee on Lobbying 
Activities, 81st Cong., 2d sess., 1950; and Karl Schriftgiesser, The Lobbyists (Boston: 
Little, Brown, 1951). Although hardly a new phenomenon, lobbying was expanded and 
professionalized to a degree unprecedented in earlier years as corporations established 
their own government affairs departments or, as was more often the case, retained the 
services of one of the many Washington law firms that proliferated and grew during the 
early postwar era. By 1949 prominent political scientists would argue that lobbyists con- 
stituted a “third house” or chamber of government. Robert Lane, “Notes on the Theory 
of the Lobby,” Western Political Quarterly 2 (1949): 154-62; and James MacGregor 
Burns, Congress on Trial: The Legislative Process and the Administrative State (New 
York: Harper, 1949), 31. The preponderance of business interests among the lobbyist’ 
Lane concluded, was a “‘travesty of representation.” See also Congress and the Natiov.. 
which concluded (p. 1553) that “taken in the aggregate, business groups were probably 
the single most powerful pressure force and tended toward a ‘conservative’ position on 
most legislation.” On campaign contributions, see especially Alexander Heard, The Costs 
of Democracy (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1960), although most of 
the data for this study are drawn from the 1952 and 1956 campaigns. On public relations, 
see Richard S. Tedlow, Keeping the Corporate Image: Public Relations and Business, 
1900—1950 (Greenwich, Conn.: JAI Press, 1979); and Robert Griffith, “The Selling of 
America: The Advertising Council and American Politics, 1942-1960,” The Business His- 
tory Review 57 (Autumn 1983): 388—412; as well as earlier works such as J. A. R. Pim- 
lott, Public Relations and American Democracy (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 
1951) and Edward L. Bernays, Public Relations (Norman, Okla.: University of Oklahoma 
Press, 1952). On institutional advertising, see George A. Flanagan, Modern Institutional 
Advertising (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1967). On philanthropy, see Morrell Heald, 
The Social Responsibilities of Business (Cleveland: Press of Case Western Reserve Univer- 
sity, 1970). On business sponsorship of research, see David W. Eakins, “The Develop- 
ment of Corporate Liberal Policy Research in the United States, 1885-1965” (Ph.D. 
diss., University of Wisconsin, 1966). On industrial and community relations, see 
Wayne Hodges, Company and Community (New York: Harper, 1958); and William H. 
Form and Delbert C. Miller, Industry, Labor and Community (New York: Harper, 
1960). 
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Earl Newsom Agency to create for it a new corporate image of social 
responsibility.’ 

Not all such efforts were so overtly political. In fact, many Washing- 
ton representatives of large firms spent their time not on lobbying or 
public relations but on marketing their companies’ goods and services to 
the government. Indeed, the resulting emergence of what H. L. Nieburg 
has called “‘the contract state’’ must in itself be understood as one of the 
critical ways in which business succeeded in containing and disciplining 
the political effects of the large budgets created by the New Deal and 
World War IL.® 

Trade associations or other industrywide organizations often orga- 
nized the more overt politics of business. Thus the American Petroleum 
Institute and its public relations arm, the Oil Industry Information 
Committee, spearheaded the drive to preserve the industry’s complex 
arrangement of noncompetitive production from threatening antitrust, 
tax, and regulatory policies. The National Association of Electric Com- 
panies, together with the Edison Electric Institute, the Electric Compa- 
nies’ Advertising Program, and a variety of “front” organizations such 
as the National Tax Equality Association led the campaign against public 
power. The Cement Institute and the American Iron and Steel Institute 
led the fight to preserve the “basing point” system of discriminatory freight 
rates, while the National Association of Real Estate Boards led a broad 
coalition of business groups opposed to public housing.? 

The broadest of issues were tackled, finally, by the large “‘peak asso- 
ciations” and other national business groups. The oldest and most con- 
servative of these, the National Association of Manufacturers (NAM), 
had organized major campaigns against the New Deal during the late 
1930s and was perhaps the most active of the large associations in the 
immediate postwar period. With an annual budget of more than $5 mil- 
lion, it was instrumental in ending price controls and in securing passage 
of the Taft-Hartley Act. The U.S. Chamber of Commerce was also strongly 
conservative, although its views were moderated somewhat during the 
mid-1940s under the influence of Chamber President Eric Johnston. The 
chamber was especially influential in the passage of the Employment Act 


7Flanagan, Modern Institutional Advertising, 23-28; Robert Engler, The Politics of Oil: 
Private Power and Democratic Directions (New York: Macmillan, 1961), 464-66. 

8H. L. Nieburg, In the Name of Science (Chicago: Quadrangle Books, 1970), 184-99. 
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of 1946. The Business Advisory Council, since 1933 an advisory com- 
mittee of the Department of Commerce, included among its members the 
leaders of many of the nation’s largest business enterprises and played an 
important, though often informal, role through its intimate contacts with 
government and through its sponsorship of groups such as the Com- 
mittee on Postwar Taxation and the Committee for Economic Develop- 
ment. 

The CED, spun off from the BAC during the war, was the most liberal 
of the large business associations. Its leaders welcomed at least limited 
cooperation between business and government and recognized that the 
state could serve as a powerful positive instrument for moderating eco- 
nomic conflict, regulating domestic markets, promoting international trade, 
and sustaining economic growth. Like more conservative business lead- 
ers, however, the CED also worried that the continued advance of New 
Deal liberalism might lead to a semisocialist state whose fiscal and regu- 
latory policies would ultimately destroy private enterprise. As William 
Benton, one of the founders of the CED, wrote in 1944, U.S. leaders 
ought to “rid the economy of injurious or unnecessary regulation, as well 
as administration that is hostile or harmful,” and pursue “constructive 
fiscal, monetary and other policies that provide a climate in which a pri- 
vate enterprise system can flourish.”’ The great influence wielded by the 
CED derived not only from the skill and moderation of its leadership but 
also from the strategic place the organization occupied within both polit- 
ical parties and from the manner in which its corporatist ideology served 
to rationalize the emerging political economy of the postwar era. 

The last of the large associations, the Advertising Council, was created 
during World War II by major advertisers and advertising agencies and 
was reorganized in 1945 when, as council leader Theodore S. Repplier 
put it, American business was ‘‘again being pictured as the ‘villain’ in the 
American drama” and when “everybody agree[d] that the American en- 
terprise system need[ed] ‘reselling.’ ” Espousing relatively moderate views 
(“You might say that whereas CED is concerned with the manufacture 
of information in the public interest, the Advertising Council is con- 
cerned with the mass distribution of such information,” declared Rep- 
plier), the council became the principal source not only of so-called pub- 
lic service advertising but also of propaganda extolling the “‘economic 
miracle” of U.S. enterprise.'© 


!0On the NAM, see especially Richard W. Gable, “NAM: Influential Lobby or Kiss of 
Death?” Journal of Politics 15 (1953): 254-73; as well as the more recent discussion of 
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Neither business nor its politics was, of course, monolithic. Small re- 
tail grocers and druggists battled the chains, independent oil producers 
challenged the majors, small steel manufacturers chafed at the domina- 
tion of the big steel companies who were both their suppliers and, through 
manufacturing subsidiaries, their chief competitors. The railroads made 
war on the truckers and the big New York bankers sought to discipline 
or destroy upstarts such as the West Coast-based Bank of America. Even 
the large peak associations differed among themselves on such critical 
issues as international trade, labor relations, and the role of the state. Yet 
the differences among business interests could easily be exaggerated and 
their power to shape the postwar world easily underestimated. 

Much of political conflict among individual firms was brokered, if not 
always resolved, by trade associations and other industrywide bodies. 
Powerful alliances were frequently forged across industry lines, more- 
over, as business leaders traded support for key objectives among them- 
selves and with other powerful groups such as the American Farm Bu- 
reau Federation, the American Bar Association, and the American Medical 
Association. Broader conflicts were often mediated, if not always elimi- 
nated, by the peak associations. The differences among these powerful 
associations have probably been exaggerated, moreover, given their over- 
lapping memberships, financial support, and shared assumptions. And 
even when real differences persisted, they often gave rise to a powerful 
dialectic in which, for example, the more conservative attacks of the NAM 
enhanced the influence of the more moderate CED. As Stephen Bailey 
observed of the struggle over the Employment Act of 1946, the Right 
“opened the hole through which more moderate conservative spokesmen 
ran.”’!! Despite real differences in interest and ideology, most business 
leaders shared a body of broad common assumptions, and, although they 
disagreed among themselves over many important questions of strategy 
and tactics, they also shared a commitment to arresting the disorderly 
momentum of New Deal liberalism and to refashioning the New Deal 
state in their own interests. 
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America’s new postwar order was the product of struggle, of a historical 
process heavily freighted with political values—not a neutral quest for 
order and rationality. It was a struggle fought on many fronts—not just 
over the election of public officials and the passage of legislation but also 
over the leadership and direction of executive agencies, over the compo- 
sition and rulings of regulatory commissions, and even over the ideas and 
images that constituted the nation’s political culture. The power of the 
business mobilization was contested at almost every point, moreover, by 
the legatees of the New Deal—in Congress, the federal bureaucracy, and 
the White House and especially among the trade unions, rural coopera- 
tives, and other groups that constituted the infrastructure of New Deal 
liberalism. The struggle was an unequal one, however, in which the New 
Dealers, divided by the older cultural cleavages of race, religion, and 
modernism as well as by the newer anti-communist politics of the cold 
war, were no match for the power of American business. Most resulting 
patterns of settlement, as we shall see, were thus conservative, as was the 
system they served to create. 


Fiscal policy. Among the greatly enhanced powers of the new state 
created by the New Deal and World War II were its powers to tax and 
spend. The postwar struggle over the exercise of these powers was central 
to the character of the postwar order. Much of this struggle was shaped, 
of course, by seemingly discreet contests over the funding of individual 
programs. Much of it was also shaped by the debate over taxation, over 
who should pay and how much. The broad issue of federal fiscal policy 
was most directly addressed, however, during the long debate that cul- 
minated in passage of the Employment Act of 1946.!* Originally titled 
the “Full Employment Act,”’ the measure was rooted in the economic 
liberalism of the late New Deal, but was by no means synonymous with 
that liberalism. As Herbert Stein has noted, “The assurance of full em- 
ployment was only one of the many ways in which the earlier New Deal- 
ers proposed to reform the old order, and fiscal policy was only one of 
the many ways by which they hoped to accomplish the reform.”!* Early 


12See especially the fine studies by Bailey, Congress Makes a Law; Herbert Stein, The Fiscal 
Revolution in America (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1969); and Collins, The 
Business Response to Keynes. 

13Stein, The Fiscal Revolution, 174. 


Forging America’s postwar order 69 


drafts of the bill, nevertheless, sought to commit the federal government 
both to full employment and to a policy of compensatory spending for 
public works, health, education, conservation, rural electrification, and 
urban renewal. 

Given such an agenda it was hardly surprising that the bill quickly 
attracted strong business opposition or that the NAM launched a major 
campaign to block its passage. More moderate business organizations 
such as the CED and the U.S. Chamber of Commerce, however, had 
begun to accept the necessity for at least some management of economic 
activity by the state. Indeed, they saw in fiscal policy a highly desirable 
alternative to more interventionist policies such as wage and price con- 
trols. 

Rather than defeat the bill, therefore, the moderate organizations sought 
to modify it. The crucial issue, from their point of view, was not whether 
the state ought to discharge this obligation but rather how it ought to do 
so. Thus whereas the New Dealers sought to tie fiscal policy to public 
spending, business leaders extolled the virtues of cutting taxes. As busi- 
ness economist Beardsly Ruml patiently explained to a group of CED 
leaders in 1947, the initial debate over compensatory fiscal policy had 
been largely obscured because each side in the debate had sought to jus- 
tify “less explicit desires and motivations.” Those who had championed 
compensatory spending believed in Keynes but “‘were much more inter- 
ested in getting rid of slums, or in doing something about public health, 
or in extending electrification in rural areas,” whereas those who argued 
in support of balanced budgets were more interested in “getting govern- 
ment expenses down, in keeping the federal government from competing 
with private enterprise, in making sure the states maintained their sov- 
ereign rights. . . . Then something happened,” concluded Ruml, and busi- 
ness leaders who believed in the need for a compensatory policy but op- 
posed the public spending program of the New Deal “began to be interested 
in the possibilities of tax reduction as an alternative to public spend- 
ing.’”’!4 

Business leaders also sought to insulate fiscal policy from the potential 
activism of a New or Fair Deal administration by stressing the impor- 
tance of the ‘‘automatic stabilizers”’ created by Social Security and tax 
legislation, and by emphasizing the importance of monetary policy as a 


'4Minutes, meeting of the Board of Trustees, Committee for Economic Development, 16 
October 1947, Box 40, Paul G. Hoffman Papers, Harry S$. Truman Library (hereafter 
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brake on federal spending. Even the new Council of Economic Advisers, 
later hailed as one of the act’s most important features, had its origins in 
a conservative attempt to vest economic policy in an independent “board 
of experts.”’!5 

The final bill, shorn of its commitment to “full” employment as well 
as to a specific policy of public spending, was largely the product of these 
business moderates. Indeed, the version of the bill that finally passed the 
House of Representatives and was subsequently enacted had been drafted 
in large part by the Government Affairs Department of the U.S. Chamber 
of Commerce.’® 

Despite, or perhaps because of, its lack of specifics, the new act sym- 
bolized the gradually emerging consensus on postwar economic policy. 
For business leaders, as we have seen, it marked the beginning of the 
acceptance of a carefully circumscribed role for the state in the manage- 
ment of economic activity. For liberals, it marked the beginning of a 
steady retreat from the redistributive and structural reforms of the New 
Deal and an acceptance of the conservative Keynesianism being ham- 
mered out by moderate business leaders. On both sides the intellectual 
and programmatic assumptions of the new era were falling into place. 


Monetary policy. Monetary policy, too, played an important role in 
the emerging consensus over federal economic policy and occasioned a 
major struggle over the role of the Federal Reserve Board in governing 
the nation’s economic life. Presidential authority over the Federal Re- 
serve system had been increased by the New Deal and World War II. 
Indeed, during the war the Federal Reserve had been forced to support 
the price of government securities at predetermined levels, thus subordi- 
nating the board’s powers to the debt management policies of the Trea- 
sury Department and effectively preventing the use of interest rates to 
guide economic activity (or to check federal spending). After the war, the 


'SFred M. Vinson to Truman, 22 October 1945, Box 884, O.F. 264, Truman Papers, HSTL. 
As CED economist Theodore O. Yntema declared in 1947, “We have a strong preference 
for building a sound institutional structure which will work automatically with a mini- 
mum of ad hoc government interference.” CED Digest (January 1947): 7. 

'6Collins, The Business Response to Keynes, 105—07. The House version was drawn up by 
conservative Mississippi Democrat Will Whittington working from a series of drafts pre- 
pared by the Chamber of Commerce. It diluted the bill by broadening it to include not 
just employment but also productivity and maintenance of purchasing power (meaning 
price stability), by limiting the spending provisions to loans and public works expendi- 
tures consistent with “sound fiscal policy,” and by replacing the planning features of the 
National Production and Employment Budget with the much weaker and less specific 
President’s Economic Report. 
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big New York banks, led by the powerful Federal Reserve Bank of New 
York, launched a campaign to “‘liberate’’ the board from its subordina- 
tion to the Truman administration and to revive its ability to act more or 
less independently. These efforts were strongly supported by the CED 
and other moderate business leaders, who looked to a flexible monetary 
policy to help stabilize the economy and who preferred to insulate such 
policies from direct presidential authority. “There was undoubtedly some 
self-interest here,” Herbert Stein has understatedly concluded, because 
the heads of banks and insurance companies had “a natural predisposi- 
tion towards higher interest rates.” But the nation’s financial leaders were 
also influenced by ‘“‘a strong aversion to inflation, a dislike of direct con- 
trols whether over prices or over lending, and a skepticism of the govern- 
ment’s determination to follow anti-inflationary fiscal policies.” !” 

Truman, backed by the Treasury Department and the Council of Eco- 
nomic Advisers, fought back, defending the administration’s debt man- 
agement policy and commitment to low interest rates, and the authority 
of the president. “For my part I can’t understand why the bankers would 
want to upset the credit of the nation,” he wrote Morgan partner Russell 
C. Leffingwell.'® Led by Federal Reserve Board Chairman (and CED 
member) Thomas McCabe, however, the Federal Reserve finally over- 
came the opposition of the Truman administration in 1951. Following 
this victory the Federal Reserve would reemerge as a powerful arbiter of 
economic policy and a check on the management of fiscal policy by Tru- 
man and subsequent presidents. Here too, then, the emerging outlines of 
the new U.S. postwar order could be discerned. 


Tax policy. Taxation was the final element in the construction of the 
new fiscal environment. The evolution of a new tax policy was vastly 
complicated by the great variety of conflicting interests and strategies— 
between those who seemed to want immediate tax reduction at any price 
and those who, like Truman, emphasized retirement of the federal debt; 
between those who saw progressive taxation as confiscatory and social- 
istic and those who saw it as a means of more equitably distributing the 
17Stein, Fiscal Revolution, 241-80, contains the best discussion of the struggle over the 
postwar Federal Reserve System, despite the author’s enthusiasm for what he calls “the 
liberation of monetary policy.” 
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costs of government; and between those who increasingly saw taxes as 
an important instrument of fiscal management and were willing to aban- 
don the idea of an annually balanced budget and the many others who 
still clung doggedly to a federal fiscal policy modeled on household eco- 
nomics. 

Even before the war was over, the question of taxation had become 
the subject of much research and propaganda. Virtually every business 
group in the country offered its recommendations, including the Com- 
mittee for Economic Development, which became the first major business 
group to stress the role of taxation in modern fiscal management, and 
the Committee on Postwar Tax Policy, which sought to use tax cuts to 
control the federal budget and whose 1945 proposal, ““A Tax Program 
for a Solvent America,” became the basis for congressional tax policy. 
Yet despite real differences, the specific recommendations of the CED did 
not diverge greatly from those of the more conservative Committee on 
Postwar Taxation. Both stressed reductions in the higher brackets, repeal 
of many wartime taxes on business, and elimination of the so-called dou- 
ble taxation of corporate dividends. Indeed, a liberal journalist correctly 
described the CED proposal as “‘an intelligent Rich Man’s Guide to Prof- 
its and Prosperity.””!? 

Truman, in vetoing successive Republican-sponsored tax bills, stressed 
his own deeply held belief in orthodox economics and the importance 
of retiring the federal debt, the new international obligations he was call- 
ing on the United States to assume, and the inequitable character of 
Republican-sponsored proposals. His own alternative—a forty-dollar in- 
dividual tax credit offset by increased corporate taxes—was denounced 
by the New York Times as a “political device [for] redistributing a coun- 
try’s wealth” and was ignored by Congress, as Truman had perhaps ex- 
pected. Tax reduction finally passed over Truman’s third veto in 1948, 
although a related attempt to revise the Internal Revenue Code was post- 
poned until after the election and was not enacted until the early Eisen- 
hower years.° 


19For a general discussion of early postwar taxation, see Randolph E. Paul’s encyclopedic 
Taxation in the United States (Boston: Little, Brown, 1954), 393—629. On the Commit- 
tee for Economic Development, see especially Collins, The Business Response to Keynes, 
122-35; and Shriftgiesser, Business Comes of Age, 77-85, 100-07. For an analysis of 
the recommendations of the Committee on Postwar Tax Policy, see H. L. Gutterson to 
Robert Taft, 11 January 1946, Box 746, Taft Papers, Manuscripts Division, Library of 
Congress (hereafter LC). Taft’s papers contain much material on the role of the commit- 
tee in shaping GOP tax policy, especially during the Seventy-ninth and Eightieth Con- 
gresses. 

20Paul, Taxation in America, 416-17. For analyses of tax legislation, see John Snyder to 
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The role of taxation in the new order would not be fully realized until 
1964, as Herbert Stein, Robert Collins, and others have correctly noted. 
The continuing orthodoxy of businessmen, congressional leaders, and, 
not least, Presidents Truman and Eisenhower, would delay the final in- 
tegration of tax policy into what Collins has aptly called “commercial 
Keynesianism.”’ Nevertheless, here, too, in the debates over federal tax 
law, the principal outlines of the postwar period were emerging. 


Labor relations. No issue was more central to the reconstruction of 
America’s postwar political economy than that of labor relations. The 
1930s had been a watershed in U.S. labor history, in David Montgom- 
ery’s words, ‘“‘one of the greatest chapters in the historic struggle for 
human liberties in this country.” The New Deal, the great organizing 
drives, and World War II all served to transform U.S. labor relations and 
to alter sharply the balance of power between workers and managers. By 
war’s end, the dramatic growth and rising militancy of unionized work- 
ers had produced a powerful assault on management’s control of wages 
and the workplace, and even threatened to spill over into the areas of 
corporate pricing, investment, and plant location.”! 
The leaders of U.S. business were deeply worried by such challenges 
to their authority and were fearful (perhaps unnecessarily) that such ac- 
tions prefigured even bolder and more radical changes in the relationship 
of labor and management. Although they differed among themselves on 
strategy and tactics—from the accommodation preached (if not always 
practiced) by the corporatist leaders of the CED to the unreconciled 
antiunionism of many small-to-middling firms outside the great indus- 
trial centers—almost all of them agreed on the need to contain the chal- 
lenge of union power and to compel a major revision in the relations of 
labor and management. 
After the war many companies sought to recapture lost power and 
authority through aggressive collective bargaining, the introduction of 
new industrial relations and personnel administration techniques, and 
intensive public relations drives.2* Exploiting public reactions to the 
James E. Webb, 15 July 1947; “Some Suggested Themes for Veto Message on Tax Bill,” 
(n.d. but c. June—July 1947); and Norse, Keyserling, and Clark to Truman, 5 June 1947; 
all in Box 2, Clark Clifford Files, HSTL. 

21David Montgomery, Workers’ Control in America: Studies in the History of Work, Tech- 
nology, and Labor Struggles (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1980), 163-65; 
David Brody, Workers in Industrial America: Essays on the Twentieth Century Struggle 
(New York: Oxford University Press, 1979), 173-214; and especially Harris, The Right 


to Manage. 
22 Harris, The Right To Manage, 105—204; and Ronald Schatz, The Electrical Workers: A 
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postwar strike wave and capitalizing on the growing clamor of cold war 
anticommunism, they also launched a major campaign to revise the Na- 
tional Labor Relations Act. Led by the NAM, business leaders played a 
decisive role in shaping the new Taft-Hartley Act of 1947. And although 
the new law was not all that many of them had hoped it would be, it 
nevertheless helped contain the power and scope of industrial unionism 
and signal the passing of an era in labor relations. “Coming out of the 
long period of confusion under the Wagner Act is something like coming 
out of a tunnel wherein one has grasped toward the light,” declared one 
business executive. ‘There is suddenly much more clarity, much more 
assurance of sound footing, much fresher air to breathe. We sense a clos- 
ing of the confusion.””> The labor movement, thrown on the defensive 
by the business mobilization and deeply divided by the emerging cold 
war, turned increasingly toward compromise and accommodation. Al- 
though much of the new law’s meaning remained to be hammered out 
through bargaining and litigation, the main contours of postwar labor 
relations had nevertheless been forged and a critical venue of the new 
postwar order secured. 


Farm policy. American farmers, too, became part of the new postwar 
order. Since the early 1930s farm policy had been shaped by a loose 
alliance between the Democrats and the powerful American Farm Bureau 
Federation. During the late 1930s, however, federal farm policies threat- 
ened to escape the bureau’s grasp. As a consequence, the bureau and its 
allies launched savage attacks on the Farm Security Administration and 
other New Deal programs. By the late 1940s, under the leadership of 
Allan Kline, the bureau was increasingly making common cause with 
conservative Republicans and Democrats in Congress. Indeed, in 1951 
Charles F. Brannan, Truman’s secretary of agriculture, would complain 


History of Labor at General Electric and Westinghouse, 1923-1960 (Urbana: University 
of Illinois Press, 1983), 167-240. 

23 Harris, The Right to Manage, 127. On Taft-Hartley, also see R. Alton Lee, Truman and 
Taft-Hartley: A Question of Mandate (Lexington: University of Kentucky Press, 1966); 
and especially Harry A. Millis and Emily Clark Brown, From the Wagner Act to Taft- 
Hartley: A Study of National Labor Policy and Labor Relations (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1950). On the NAM, see Gable, “NAM: Influential Lobby or Kiss of 
Death?” 254—73. For an example of the important role played by public relations coun- 
selors in the bill’s passage, see especially James P. Selvege to Robert A. Taft, Box 830, 
Taft Papers, Manuscripts Division, LC. The impact of the NAM campaign was clearly 
revealed in editorial and press response, which almost overwhelmingly favored revision 
of the labor law. See Editorial Reaction to Current Issues, Labor Legislation, Parts I and 
II (2, 31 January 1947), Box 126, President’s Secretary’s Files (PSF), Truman Papers, 
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of Kline’s “effort to make the Farm Bureau a political adjunct of the 
Republican Party and especially the Taft faction.”?* The smaller but more 
liberal National Farmers Union (NFU), on the other hand, remained closely 
tied to the Democrats. 

When Truman proposed a major reorganization of agriculture policy 
in 1949—the so-called Brannan Plan—he immediately encountered strong 
opposition from the Farm Bureau and its many business and political 
allies. While some of this opposition may have simply reflected the bur- 
eau’s determination to maintain its primacy in the drafting of farm leg- 
islation, there was far more at stake than just this. By supporting farm 
income rather than farm prices, the Brannan Plan sought to maintain 
high farm income while reducing food prices to consumers. It restricted 
benefits to large commercial growers, moreover, by limiting assistance to 
the first $27,500 of production. Drafted by NFU leader James G. Patton 
and strongly endorsed by the AFL and CIO, the new legislation was de- 
signed, in Allen Matusow’s words, “to cement the tentative alliance of 
farmers and laborers that [had] elected Truman in 1948.”2° Opposition 
to the plan was led by the Farm Bureau, by food processors and other 
middlemen, and by business organizations such as the U.S. Chamber of 
Commerce and the National Association of Manufacturers. Republicans 
and conservative Southern Democrats, fearing the power of a liberal farmer- 
labor alliance, charged it was a socialistic attack on “bipartisanship” in 
agriculture. 

The defeat of the Brannan Plan symbolized important changes both in 
farm politics and farm economics. The Brannan Plan marked the last 
hurrah of an older vision of the role of farmers and farming in American 
life, a vision based on the notion that farmers, as men and women who 
worked with their hands, had more in common with workers than with 
the leaders of business. Its defeat marked the triumph of the very differ- 
ent view that farming was primarily a business and that its future, both 
economic and political, rested with its growing integration into U.S. agri- 
business. The specter of a farmer-labor alliance was thus dissipated and 
the organization of agriculture, like that of labor, conservatively secured. 


The antitrust revival. The efforts by business leaders to fashion a secure 
new postwar environment for American enterprise were also threatened 
?4Brannan to Matthew J. Connelly, 30 October 1951, Box 155, PSF, Truman Papers, HSTL. 
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Harvard University Press, 1967; paperback edition, 1970), 200. 
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by the antimonopoly revival of the Truman years. Although the policies 
of the Truman administration, like those of the New Deal before it, were 
fraught with ambivalence and although Truman himself vacillated in his 
tactics between the Fabian and the Napoleonic, the activities of the Jus- 
tice Department, the Federal Trade Commission, and congressional 
antimonopolists nevertheless threatened to disrupt a broad range of busi- 
ness practices.76 

The industrial counteroffensive against the antitrust revival, fought 
simultaneously in Congress, the courts, and the press, as well as in the 
administration itself, constituted a major battle in the struggle to define 
the postwar order. When, for example, the Justice Department attempted 
to revive a court suit, abandoned during World War I, to outlaw the rate 
bureaus long used by railroads and other common carriers to establish 
rates through routes, schedules, and equipment standards, the industry 
responded by sponsoring legislation (the Bulwinkle Bill) to exempt such 
practices from the antitrust laws. Opponents charged that the bill would 
“legalize conspiracy” and lead to the “‘cartelization of the basic industry 
of our economy.” Supporters, led by the Association of American Rail- 
roads, replied that the measure would simply recognize practices that the 
railroads had been engaging in for four decades and that such arrange- 
ments were absolutely necessary for the management of an efficient and 
integrated transportation system. The bill was eventually passed over 
Truman’s veto.” 


26During his first two years Truman sought rapprochement with business and other con- 
servatives. During the 1948 campaign, however, he vetoed a bill to legalize railroad rate- 
setting bureaus and repeatedly attacked big business on the hustings. During the first 
eighteen months of his second administration he supported the antitrust activities of the 
Justice Department and the Federal Trade Commission, vetoed a bill to legalize the basing 
point system, and supported passage of the Cellar-Kefauver amendment to the Clayton 
Act. Following the 1949 recession and the onset of war in Korea, he once again drew 
back from vigorous support for antitrust. Moreover, as a student of the Truman antitrust 
program has concluded, “Never during the Truman administration did the traditional 
antimonopoly agencies receive enough money to fulfill adequately the terms of the anti- 
trust laws” (Robert L. Branyon, “Anti-Monopoly Activities During the Truman Admin- 
istration,” Ph.D. diss., University of Oklahoma, 1961, 237). Nevertheless, antitrust in- 
vestigations and indictments touched many of America’s largest industrial enterprises, 
including General Electric and other electrical manufacturers, U.S. Steel, AT&T, the large 
motion picture producers (Paramount, RKO, Fox, Loew’s and Warner), Standard Oil 
and the other large oil companies, RCA, ALCOA, the National Football League, AXP, 
the big three soap manufacturers (Procter and Gamble, Lever Brothers, and Colgate- 
Palmolive-Peet), International Business Machines, General Motors, DuPont, as well as 
railroads, banks, insurance companies, and newspaper publishers. 

27For an analysis of the bill and its many business supporters, see “Memorandum Re: 
Bulwinkle Bill—Senate Bill 110,” in Box 569, Taft Papers, LC. For an attack on the bill 
and on the railroad companies’ “use, as dummies, [of] all sorts of chambers of commerce, 
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In 1948, to take another example, the Federal Trade Commission se- 
cured a ruling from the Supreme Court outlawing the long-standing “basing 
point” system employed by the steel and cement industries, a decision 
that threatened, in the words of the U.S. Chamber of Commerce, to “ex- 
ert a disruptive influence on the pricing and distribution system of many 
important industries.” The affected industries, led by U.S. Steel, imme- 
diately sought legislation that they claimed would merely “clarify” the 
decision but that critics charged would legalize the basing point system 
in steel and other concentrated industries as well as allow large distribu- 
tors such as the oil companies and the drug and grocery chains to smash 
their small-business competitors. Truman vetoed the bill, however, and 
no effort was made to override.”® 

Not all the antitrust battles of the Truman era were fought as directly 
as those over rate bureaus and railroads. Business lobbyists were unable, 
for example, to prevent passage in 1950 of the popular Cellar-Kefauver 
amendment to the Clayton Act preventing restraint of trade through the 
acquisition of the assets of one corporation by another. The following 
year, however, they succeeded in cutting funds for enforcement, effec- 
tively crippling implementation of the law and contributing to what Con- 
gressman Emanuel Cellar charged was an attempt “‘to get as many merg- 
ers consummated as possible before the Commission is able to begin 
enforcement.” In fact, the commission launched only one prosecution 
under the new law during the final two years of Truman’s presidency.”? 

Some cases were tried in the press as well as in the courts, moreover, 


tax payers’ leagues, shippers associations, etc.,” see Max Lowenthal, Special Memoran- 
dum for Judge Murphy, Box 21, Charles $. Murphy Files, HSTL. For Truman’s veto, see 
especially Charles $. Murphy to Truman, 25 March 1948, in Box 14, Charles S$. Murphy 
Papers, HSTL. For a compact discussion of the measure, see Congress and the Nation, 
454-55. In 1945, in a somewhat similar fashion, insurance companies secured exemption 
from the antitrust laws following a 1944 Supreme Court ruling. 

28 Congress and the Nation, 453-54. The basing point system was designed to assure price 
uniformity throughout the country (or in some instances, a region) by basing prices on a 
geographical reference point. In the case of steel, for example, prices were calculated on 
the basis of the Pittsburgh steel mill price plus the cost of transportation from Pittsburgh, 
no matter where the steel was produced. For a proindustry analysis of the Court’s deci- 
sion, see Chamber of Commerce of the United States, “The Cement Decision of 1948,” 
in Box 561, Taft Papers, LC. For the role played by some members of the Truman ad- 
ministration in drafting the bill, see especially John D. Clark to Truman, 6 June 1950, 
Box 127, PSF, Truman Papers, HSTL. For opposition to the bill, see Senator Paul Doug- 
las to Stephen J. Spingarn, 6 June 1950, Box 51, and Spingarn to Truman, 7 June 1950, 
Box 50, Spingarn Papers, HSTL. 

29Stephen J. Spingarn to Charles $. Murphy, 26 September 1951; and Emanuel Cellar to 
Truman, 28 September 1951; both in Box 906, O.F. 277, Truman Papers, HSTL. 
J. Howard McGrath to Truman, 12 December 1951, Box 2, Murphy Papers, HSTL. 
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as corporations increasingly resorted to the use of sophisticated public 
relations campaigns. When, for example, the Justice Department filed an 
antitrust suit against AXP, A&P responded with a campaign designed 
by Carl Byoir, one of the nation’s foremost public relations counselors. 
Advertisements and flyers asked shoppers, “‘Do you want higher prices?” 
“Do you want your A&P put out of business?” Although during the 
early 1930s A&P had been seen as ‘‘a greedy, monopoly-hungry, chain 
store monster, devouring small businesses,”’ the new campaign pictured 
the company as ‘‘a public benefactor, providing food for all at lower 
prices than would be possible otherwise.” The campaign not only pro- 
duced a deluge of mail but even increased the chain’s sales at a time when 
business was off for other large food retailers. In 1954 the Justice De- 
partment abandoned its attempt to break up the chain and settled instead 
for the divestiture only of its produce subsidiary.?° 

One of the most spectacular assaults on antitrust enforcement, how- 
ever, was launched during the closing months of the Truman administra- 
tion by the oil industry. For nearly two decades, large U.S. oil companies 
had joined British and Dutch rivals in an international oil cartel to con- 
trol the international development, production, and pricing of petro- 
leum. In 1949, however, the Federal Trade Commission (FTC) initiated 
a study of the cartel that resulted in the filing of both civil and criminal 
proceedings by the Justice Department. The oil industry fought back 
through the courts; through oil-state leaders in Congress; through its 
many close contacts with top officials in the Department of State, De- 
fense, and Interior; and through a massive public relations campaign 
spearheaded by the American Petroleum Institute’s Oil Industry Infor- 
mation Committee. This campaign produced a flood of articles, press 
releases, canned editorials, and “‘pattern speeches” linking the industry 
with free enterprise and the national security. Truman, convinced by his 
advisers that only through the cartel’s continued operation could the United 
States maintain its access to foreign oil, ordered the criminal proceedings 
dropped in early 1953, shortly before leaving the White House. Eisen- 
hower showed even less enthusiasm for prosecution, and the case was 
finally closed out nearly fifteen years later with a series of virtually mean- 
ingless consent decrees. It was, as John Blair, one of the authors of the 
FTC report, later concluded, ‘‘a textbook example of how to bring about 
the evisceration of an anti-trust case.” More important, it secured from 


3° Flanagan, Modern Institutional Advertising, 23-38. For background on Byoir’s work for 
A&P, see also Richard S. Tedlow, Keeping the Corporate Image, 91-97. 
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public disruption the carefully worked-out arrangements of the interna- 
tional oil industry, thus setting yet another pillar of America’s postwar 
order.?! 

Business leaders sought throughout the Truman years to replace what 
they called the “witch hunting” of antitrust prosecutions with an ap- 
proach that featured cooperation and consultation, and at least some 
members of the Truman administration seemed to agree. Conservative 
FTC Commissioner Lowell Mason, for example, sought unsuccessfully 
to replace prosecution of individual firms by the FTC with industrywide 
conferences to draw up codes of fair competition. Secretary of Commerce 
Charles Sawyer, another administration conservative, launched a similar 
program. Even the Department of Justice initiated a small, premerger 
clearance program. The triumph of this approach, however, would await 
the Eisenhower administration, the antitrust policies of which would be 
characterized by the widespread use of prefiling conferences, consent de- 
crees, and premerger clearances and by a consistent emphasis on coop- 
eration and quiet negotiation.°** 


Natural resources. The new order also depended, in the view of many 
business groups, on secure access to the nation’s natural resources. Thus 
ranching, mining, and timber interests, for example, battled conserva- 
tionists over access to western lands in a struggle that anticipated by 
several decades the “Sagebrush Rebellion” of the late 1970s. The most 
controversial natural resource battles of the early postwar era, however, 
revolved around oil and electric power. 

Although the oil industry had prospered during World War Il, indus- 
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HSTL. 
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try leaders entered the postwar period fearful that antitrust prosecutions 

might threaten their elaborate system of regulated production, that fed- 

eral control of offshore oil might deprive them of ready access to large 
deposits, that they might lose the generous depletion allowance, or that 
federal regulatory activities might impinge on their profits or autonomy. 

An extremely complex industry whose interests were by no means uni- 

tary, oil was nevertheless dominated both economically and politically 

by the large integrated companies. 

Led by the American Petroleum Institute and its public relations arm, 
the Oil Industry Information Committee, the oil industry was perhaps 
the most politically active single industry in the postwar era. Enlisting 
skilled lobbyists and public relations firms and making especially good 
use of powerful oil-state representatives such as Lyndon Johnson and 
Robert Kerr, the industry succeeded in protecting the depletion allow- 
ance from Truman’s attacks and in blocking the renomination of Leland 
Olds to the Federal Power Commission (FPC). Truman twice vetoed 
“tidelands”’ legislation, which would have turned over to the states title 
to all “submerged lands” between the low-water mark and the states’ 
historic boundaries. Not until 1953, under the Eisenhower administra- 
tion, would this industry-supported measure be signed into law. Truman 
also blocked attempts to exempt natural gas producers from FPC regu- 
lation. At the same time, as we have seen, he abandoned criminal pro- 
ceedings against the international oil companies when his national secu- 
rity advisers convinced him that prosecution might imperil U.S. access to 
oil in the Middle East. Although not all industry objectives were achieved, 
oilmen nevertheless succeeded in protecting their many interests and 
securing an environment conducive to rapid and profitable postwar 
expansion.*? 

33 Congress and the Nation, 1401-04, 980-84, and passim. The best book on the politics 
of the oil industry remains Robert Engler, The Politics of Oil. On tidelands, see especially 
Oscar Chapman to Truman, 22 May 1951, in Box 158, PSF, Truman Papers, HSTL; and 
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gas issue, see Robert Kerr to Truman, 11 August 1949, copy, Box 34, Clinton Anderson 
Papers, LC: Memorandum [of conference on the Kerr Bill], Box 12, Clark Clifford Pa- 
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The public power programs of the New Deal (Tennessee Valley Au- 
thority, Rural Electrification Administration, and other regional projects) 
were among the decade’s most popular innovations, and the construction 
of new hydroelectric and steam-generating plants expanded rapidly dur- 
ing the Truman years when nearly 5 million kilowatts were added to 
federal generating capacity. Yet the very success of these programs aroused 
powerful opposition from the private utilities. On the defensive during 
most of the 1930s, the industry launched a major counteroffensive after 
the war.*4 

The campaign was led by the National Association of Electric Com- 
panies, which opened a Washington office in 1945 and quickly became 
one of the largest lobbies in the capital. Its activities were supplemented 
by those of the Edison Electric Institute, the Electric Companies Adver- 
tising Program, and a host of other groups subsidized by the industry or 
otherwise recruited to its banner.*° The industry no longer opposed the 
increase of federal generating power or even the construction of trans- 
mission lines in areas of uncontested federal supremacy such as the Ten- 
nessee Valley. Instead, industry spokesmen concentrated their attack on 
the construction of new steam-generating plants and transmission lines 
that would extend the scope of federal activity into new regions. The 
issue was particularly important because the long-distance transmission 
of power and the creation of regional power pools promised enormous 
economies (and thus profits) in the distribution of electric power. As 
Congressman Frank Buchanan observed, the industry sought to “fix pub- 
lic policy so that the distribution of power, which is the big profit end of 
the business, will be regarded as ‘private’ enterprise as compared with 

his attitude toward their industry was “discriminatory and socialistic.” “I am extremely 
sorry that the special interest group seems to have completely and thoroughly smeared a 
good public servant,” Truman wrote. “I am also sorry that Senators seem to have been 
taken in by that approach.” 

34 Ambitious political campaigns were hardly new to the industry, which had mounted a 
series of major drives against the development of public power during the 1920s and 
early 1930s. Indeed, investigations of these activities helped spur passage of the Public 
Utilities Holding Company Act of 1935. See Summary, ““Nation-wide Propaganda Cam- 
paign of the Electric and Gas Utility Companies, 1919-1934,” in Box 56, Stephen J. 
Spingarn Papers, HSTL. 
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generation which even they concede may in some instances properly be 
done by public agencies.”’ Industry success in blocking construction of 
new transmission lines compelled federal power projects to enter into so- 
called wheeling agreements under which private utilities would purchase 
all federally produced power at the dam and distribute it over their own 
lines. Frozen into law by the Keating Amendment, these agreements served 
to prevent the extension of public power into any new areas of the coun- 
try.36 

The industry also succeeded, in alliance with local reclamation inter- 
ests and rival federal bureaucracies, in preventing the creation of new 
valley authorities such as those proposed for the Missouri and Columbia 
River valleys and thus compelling the abandonment of the New Deal 
goal of publicly directed regional planning and development. Perhaps 
most important, it succeeded, in the Atomic Energy Act of 1954, in ex- 
cluding the federal government from the development of nuclear power 
and in ensuring that the new, nuclear-based technologies would be al- 
most exclusively controlled by the large private utilities.°” The complex 
integration of public and private governance of nuclear energy, although 
not concluded until the early years of the Eisenhower administration, 
was an excellent example of the kind of arrangements that were being so 
extensively forged during the postwar years and that would serve to con- 
tain and discipline the power of the state. 


Housing and urban development. A somewhat analogous develop- 
ment occurred in federal housing and urban development, as the real 
estate, banking, and home construction lobbies sought to block some 
liberal initiatives and to contain and control others. These powerful in- 
terests failed to block the public housing provisions of the Housing Act 
of 1949, although they contributed to delaying its implementation in the 
years that followed. (By 1964 only 365,000 units had been constructed, 
out of the 800,000 units authorized fifteen years earlier.) But almost all 
the business lobbies supported the act’s expansion of the Federal Hous- 
36John R. Waltrip, “Public Power during the Truman Administration” (Ph.D. diss., Uni- 

versity of Missouri, 1965), 1-3, 64-68, 122-24, 134. Congress and the Nation, 771- 
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ing Authority’s mortgage insurance program, which they rightly believed 
would provide a powerful stimulus to the real estate and home construc- 
tion industries. Similarly, most realtors and downtown bankers sup- 
ported the act’s urban renewal title, especially because its stress on pri- 
vate construction and local control assured them a major role in the 
program’s implementation. As housing authority Charles Abrams wrote 
in The Nation, the ‘building and lending fraternity” wanted “federal 
money to be the great lubricant for business. Government should become 
business’s handmaid, subsidize business undertakings, remove the ele- 
ment of chance from ‘venturing,’ and socialize business losses.” Or, as 
Herbert U. Nelson, chief lobbyist for the National Association of Real 
Estate Boards, bluntly put it, “In our country we prefer that government 
activity shall take the form of assisting and aiding private business rather 
than undertake great public projects of a governmental character.’’ Once 
again then, and on another important front, the modestly redistributive 
and democratic momentum of the 1930s had been arrested and the New 
Deal state made safe for private enterprise.>® 


Social Security and health care. The battle over public housing, how- 
ever, was but one of many struggles to contain and limit the social wel- 
fare initiatives of the New Deal. Truman was able to expand the Social 
Security system by including large numbers of people previously ex- 
cluded, easing eligibility requirements, and increasing benefits. He was 
unable to expand coverage of the Fair Labor Standards Act, however, 
and in fact Congress in 1949 voted to exclude a million workers previ- 
ously covered by the law.’ The fiercest of all such battles, however, was 
over his call for a comprehensive national health insurance program. The 
American Medical Association (AMA) in particular saw in Truman’s 
proposal a dangerous threat to its autonomy and control of the nation’s 
health industry. When Truman’s upset election in 1948 made passage of 
38On housing and urban development, see especially Richard O. Daviés, Housing Reform 
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the legislation more likely, the AMA organized one of the most extensive 
lobbying and public relations campaigns in American history. Flooding 
the country with literature accusing the Democrats of supporting “‘so- 
cialized medicine,” the AMA not only blocked the bill’s enactment but 
contributed heavily to the defeat of a number of Democratic liberals in 
the 1950 elections. With the election of Eisenhower in 1952, the entire 
issue dropped from the national agenda for a decade. Although the fed- 
eral government would support hospital construction and medical re- 
search, the delivery of health care itself would remain securely in private 
hands. As Paul Starr has concluded, “Government financing increased, 
but it was channeled into avenues that did not . . . threaten professional 
sovereignty.”’*° 


The politics of culture. The struggle to forge a new postwar America 
was accompanied, finally, by a campaign to capture not just votes but 
hearts and minds, to shape not only the political economy but also the 
economy of ideas and images. As a Standard Oil executive said at a meet- 
ing of the American Petroleum Institute in 1946, “Public sentiment is 
everything. ... He who molds public sentiment goes deeper than he who 
enacts statutes or pronounces decisions. He makes statutes and decisions 
possible or impossible to be executed.”*! 

In the years following the close of World War II, the leaders of Amer- 
ican business employed their vast power over the channels of commu- 
nication not merely to advance their own immediate interests but to shape 
a new and acquiescent political culture. Thus the NAM launched a mas- 
sive campaign to “‘sell free enterprise,”’ to which businesses contributed 
an estimated $37 million. The NAM was joined, moreover, by the U.S. 
Chamber of Commerce; by many individual firms and trade associations; 
and by conservative, business-financed groups such as the Committee for 
Constitutional Government, the National Economic Council, the Foun- 


“On the struggle over health care, see especially Monte M. Poen, Harry S. Truman versus 
the Medical Lobby: The Genesis of Medicare (Columbia: University of Missouri Press, 
1979); and Paul Starr, The Social Transformation of American Medicine: The Rise of a 
Sovereign Profession and the Making of a Vast Industry (New York: Basic Books, 1982), 
280-89. On the AMA campaign, see also Stanley Kelley, Professional Public Relations 
and Political Power (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins Press, 1966), 87-99. For an outline of 
the AMA’s 1949 campaign, prepared by the West Coast public relations firm of Whitaker 
and Baxter, see “A Simplified Blueprint of the Campaign Against Compulsory Health 
Insurance,” Box 721, Taft Papers, LC. 
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dation for Economic Education, and the American Economic Founda- 
tion.” 

More moderate business groups were also active. The Committee for 
Economic Education, for example, joined the Ford Foundation in spon- 
soring the Joint Council for Economic Education, which sought to influ- 
ence the teaching of economics and business in the nation’s schools. The 
Advertising Council launched the first of a series of multimillion-dollar 
campaigns to promote “the American enterprise system.” Worried that 
Americans were “staggeringly ignorant” of their nation’s economy, council 
leaders hoped that by showing people “what our private enterprise sys- 
tem has done for us,” it would make them poor prospects for “swapping 
this system for government ownership and control.’4% 

By the early 1950s, according to Fortune editor William Whyte, 
American businesses were spending more than $100 million annually for 
such campaigns, littering the cultural landscape with books, articles, and 
pamphlets; billboards and posters; radio and television spots; ads on buses, 
trains, and trolleys; even comic books and matchbook covers. The con- 
tent of these offerings varied from the sophisticated research reports of 
CED to the hard-sell comics of NAM, but the underlying purpose was 
almost invariably the same: to halt the momentum of New Deal liberal- 
ism and to create a political climate conducive to the new corporate or- 
der. 

To an extent that historians have not fully appreciated, the postwar 
intellectual and cultural consensus was manufactured by America’s cor- 
porate leaders, packaged by the advertising and public relations indus- 
tries, and marketed through the channels of mass communication. Al- 
though many ordinary Americans remained skeptical of and resistant to 
such a sell, they nevertheless found themselves surrounded by a pervasive 
and constantly reiterated vision of the United States as a dynamic, class- 
less, and benignly consensual society. In culture, as in politics, the new 
order reigned. 


42See especially William H. Whyte, Jr., Is Anybody Listening? (New York: Simon and 
Schuster, 1952); and C. W. McKee and H. G. Moulton, A Survey of Economic Education 
(Washington, D.C.: Brookings Institution, 1951). 

43.On the CED-JCEEC project, see Marion B. Folsom to Lou Holland, 11 September 1951, 
Box 79, Holland Papers, HSTL. On an earlier CED and Carnegie Foundation program 
of cooperative research between businessmen and educators, see Gardner Cowles to Hel- 
en Rogers Reid, 27 January 1948, Box D84, Reid Papers, LC. On the Advertising Coun- 
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America’s new postwar order was thus the product of a struggle fought 
on many fronts and by many combatants. The particular alignment of 
forces varied from one battlefield to another, as did the outcomes. Total 
victories were less common than compromises, and the result was thus a 
series of arrangements, accords, and accommodations. The resulting sys- 
tem was neither complete nor static. Just as the process of its creation 
had begun well before 1945, so did its articulation continue after 1953. 
Many issues remained to be negotiated; indeed the system seemed to 
depend on a constant process of negotiation and fine-tuning. Yet the un- 
derlying similarities among the many contests, the overall pattern of the 
outcomes, the dense interconnectedness of the process and its cultural 
rationalization marked the emergence of a new and conservative order, 
the contours of which would define and delimit American political life 
for the next quarter-century. 

Harry Truman presided over this transformation uneasily at best. As 
I have suggested elsewhere, his was a life deeply riven by the great polar 
tensions of twentieth-century American culture.** His presidency was 
shaped not just by the clash of liberals and conservatives, Democrats and 
Republicans, southerners and northerners, but also by the deeper ten- 
sions between the provincial and the metropolitan, between the small- 
town America of shops and farms and the modern United States of cities 
and large corporations. Truman harbored powerful resentments toward 
the new corporate order, fueled in part no doubt by the loss of his own 
business during the 1921 recession. He later blamed his losses on the 
Republicans and on the deflationary policies of Secretary of the Treasury 
Andrew Mellon, a man who, as Truman put it, “would do everything in 
his power to make the rich richer and the poor poorer.”’*’ During the 
first two years of his presidency, Truman nevertheless sought to accom- 
modate conservatives both in Congress and in the business community. 
In 1948, however, driven by the dynamics of electoral politics, he em- 
barked on a sharply different course, rallying the still-potent armies of 
the New Deal coalition and attacking business with a ferocity since un- 
matched in U.S. politics. “Wall Street expects its money to elect a Repub- 


44Harry S, Truman and the Burden of Modernity,” Reviews in American History 9 (Sep- 
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lican Administration that will listen to the gluttons of privilege first, and 
not to the people at all,” he declared, in a typical speech.*® 

Business leaders were stunned by his reelection. Business Week freely 
predicted the repeal of Taft-Hartley, while the dispirited director of the 
Business Advisory Council wrote a prominent corporate executive that 
the president would probably not wish to receive a delegation of business 
leaders before the announcement of his legislative program. “After all, 
he doesn’t owe his present occupancy of the White House to any business 
support, he was elected on what amounts to an anti-business platform 
and he knows that business opposes most of his legislative program.” 
Fortune magazine concluded that “business isn’t out of the dog house 
yet. Sixteen turbulent years have rolled by since the New Deal began to 
rescue the People from the Capitalists, and no one can say that business 
has retrieved the authority and respect it ought to have if the drift to 
socialism is to be arrested. Every U.S. businessman, consciously or un- 
consciously, is on the defensive.” At least one prominent executive took 
his case directly to the president. General Electric President Charles E. 
Wilson wrote Truman that the economic downturn that had begun in 
November stemmed from the fact that stockholders and customers were 
worried that ‘“‘business [was] in for some rough going if not a beating.” 
Only by abandoning his legislative program, which could lead only to 
“an incentive-destroying and competition-destroying collectivism,” could 
Truman assuage the fears of the business community.*” 

Although Truman did offer business an olive branch of sorts, sending 
Leon Keyserling and Clark Clifford out to preach the gospel of coopera- 
tion and a painless “‘politics of growth,” he not only declined to abandon 
the Fair Deal agenda but he revived the administration’s flagging anti- 
trust program, inspired a congressional investigation of business lobby- 
ing, and even “read the riot act” to a delegation from the U.S. Chamber 
of Commerce.*® 


46 Public Papers of the Presidents, Harry S. Truman, 1948 (Washington: U.S. Government 
Printing Office, 1964), 504 and passim. See also Irwin Ross, The Loneliest Campaign: 
The Truman Victory of 1948 (New York: New American Library, 1968), 171-98. 

47 Business Week (18 December 1948), 124; Walter White to John L. Collyer, 22 December 
1948 (copy), Box 135, PSF, Truman Papers, HSTL. Fortune (May 1949), 67. Wilson to 
Truman, 1 December 1948; Truman to Wilson, 18 December 1948, both in Box 135, 
PSF, Truman Papers, HSTL. 

48See especially Cabell Phillips, “Truman’s New Romance: The Businessman,” Colliers (3 
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Truman’s intentions, however, were no match for the powerful forces 
arrayed against his administration; and as we have seen, he lost on issue 
after issue, especially following the outbreak of war in Korea and the rise 
of McCarthyism. Meanwhile, a steady stream of powerful business and 
political leaders were pouring through the offices of Columbia University 
President Dwight D. Eisenhower. “Many hundreds of people were urging 
me to go into politics,” Eisenhower later recalled in a letter to his brother 
Edgar. “Scores of different reasons were advanced as to why I should do 
so, but in general they all boiled down to something as follows: ‘The 
country is going socialistic so rapidly that, unless Republicans can get in 
immediately and defeat this trend, our country is gone. Four more years 
of New Dealism and there will be no turning back. This is our last 
chance!’ ” No one put their issue more bluntly than New York Governor 
Thomas E. Dewey, who told Eisenhower that only he could “save the 
country from going to Hades in the handbasket of paternalism-socialism- 
dictatorship. We must look around for someone of great popularity . . . 
who has not frittered away his political assets by taking positive stands 
against national planning, etc.’” Dewey concluded, “Elect such a man to 
the Presidency, after which he must lead us back to safe channels and 
paths.’’4? 

With the election of Dwight D. Eisenhower in 1952, the final triumph 
of the new order would be sealed. 

Leon H. Keyserling, 18 September 1949, Box 143, PSF, Truman Papers, HSTL. For Tru- 
man’s encouragement of the lobby investigation, see Charles Murphy to Truman, 14 May 
1949, 12 September 1949, both in Box 3, Murphy Papers; and Truman to James W. 
Gerard, 13 September 1949, in OF 277, Truman Papers, HSTL. For his meeting with the 
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Attitudes toward industry in the Truman 
administration: the macroeconomic origins of 
microeconomic policy! 


CRAUFURD D. GOODWIN 


During the 1980s a seemingly endless series of troubles plagued the econ- 
omy of the United States, some new in Americans’ experience and others 
supposedly banished long ago. The problems, often interrelated, included 
intractable unemployment combined with inflation, slow growth in na- 
tional output and in output per worker-hour, loss of international com- 
petitiveness in major industrial sectors, and uncontrollable increases in 
the cost of social services such as medical care. During the same decade 
the United States saw other countries, notably Japan but also West Ger- 
many, South Korea, and a few others, deal successfully with some or all 
of these problems. And Americans have wondered why. Various hy- 
potheses have been put forth, including suggestions that the size of the 
U.S. defense effort reduced the nation’s capacity to cope with other dif- 
ficulties, that victory in war paradoxically led to sclerosis of the economic 
system, that the distinctive “spirit” of American society constrains it from 
dealing effectively with late twentieth-century challenges, and finally that 
somewhere along the way the American people consciously chose to ac- 
cept a relationship between the private and public sectors that damaged 
the two and made them unable to formulate effective, cooperative re- 
sponses to new challenges. This American social dilemma is contrasted 
Laborers in the Truman vineyard are fortunate to have the services of several exceptionally 

skilled and cooperative archivists. I am especially grateful for assistance in this project to 

Benedict Zobrist and his colleagues at the Harry $. Truman Library (HSTL), including 

Dennis Bilger, Warren Ohrvall, and Elizabeth Safly, and to Gerry Hess of the National 


Archives in Washington (NA). Research for this chapter was supported by a grant from 
the Harry S. Truman Library Institute. 


89 


90 CRAUFURD D. GOODWIN 


with ‘Japan Inc.” and West Germany and the close relationships there 
among government, business, and labor. 

In this essay the choice of a public-private relationship during the ad- 
ministration of President Truman is explored, for those eight turbulent 
years following World War II. The discussion on the subject is placed 
among events of the times. 


Emerging from war 


The two large economic questions facing President Truman when he as- 
sumed office were, first, how best to convert from a wartime to a peace- 
time economy—to wrench the system for the second time in four years 
into a different mode with the least possible dislocation—and, second, 
how to make certain that the postwar world would be better than the 
prewar one. The second question to some people (especially the Keynes- 
ian, or “fiscalist,” economists, as they were then called) meant simply 
maintenance of full employment; but to others (notably the Institution- 
alist heirs of the New Deal) it implied creation of a more efficient and 
just system through structural change or public intervention if need be. 

World War II, unlike its predecessor, was fought under a system of 
tight price and quantity controls administered by a network of temporary 
organizations with an alphabet of acronyms. Prices rose remarkably little 
and virtual miracles of production were accomplished. During the war, 
discussion of the sanctity of the free market seemed academic at best, and 
only a few people took the time to worry whether the war effort was 
permanently damaging the underlying structure of the economy. One ex- 
ception concerned the possibility that mobilization would increase the 
pace of industrial concentration and force out the “little guy.” 

The Smaller War Plants Corporation (SWPC) was created to address 
this concern, and it became a thin but insistent voice bemoaning monop- 
oly and warning that competition was much easier to arrest than to cre- 
ate. The SWPC carried on to a limited degree the crusade against eco- 
nomic bigness conducted in the 1930s by the Temporary National 
Economic Committee. The SWPC, led by its feisty chairman Maury 
Maverick, reported on mergers and acquisitions and appealed for pro- 
grams of credit and special services to small business. Perhaps sensing 
that in the mood of the postwar period successful policy required a link 
to the achievement of full employment, SWPC staff member John M. 
Blair pointed out that small firms were typically more labor-intensive 


Truman administration attitudes toward industry 91 


than large ones. Hence “the key to full employment—and the guiding 
light for the management of industrial reconversion—must be found in 
the expansion of small business.” 

The Special Senate Committee to Investigate the National Defense 
Program in 1944, chaired by Senator Harry Truman, also probed war- 
time threats to small enterprise and to competition. But the mood of the 
hour was to encourage and cajole business to produce as swiftly and 
efficiently as possible, not to speculate about its darker sins. 

In May 1943 an Office of War Mobilization was created; this was 
replaced in October 1944 by an Office of War Mobilization and Recon- 
version (OWMR) with responsibility for policy planning concerning the 
unification of industrial and civilian mobilization and reconversion activ- 
ities. The office was abolished in June 1947.° Over a three-year period, 
the OWMR was the center of discussion of how reconversion should be 
carried out. Although mobilization had blocked much discussion of long- 
term public policy toward private industry, the prospect of reconversion 
returned it prominently to view. In a letter to James F. Byrnes, head of 
OWMR, Chester Bowles, head of the Office of Price Administration, ar- 
gued in 1944 that fear about whether peace would bring depression was 
demoralizing to both workers and businesses and was affecting the war 
effort. Like many others, Bowles called for a “bold and vigorous’’ na- 
tional economic program to combat “unemployment, insecurity and dis- 
unity.””* 

Keynesians and traditional free-market advocates tended to come to- 
gether on the recommendation that controls should be removed sooner 
rather than later. The best hope for a smooth conversion to peacetime, 
they believed, was simply to restore market freedom with all the flexible 


2E.g., Harrison F. Houghton, “Concentration of Industry during the War Years,” 27 De- 
cember 1944, Folder: U.S. Government-Smaller War Plants Corporation, Records of the 
Office of the Deputy Director for War Programs, Entry 34-PI-25, Records of the Office of 
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Maverick to J. A. Krug, 12 June 1945, Smaller War Plants Corporation File, OF 92-B, 
HSTL; John Blair to Maury Maverick, “Small Business and Full Employment,” 26 April 
1945, Folder: Small Business, General Files of Robert R. Nathan, Entry 38-PI-25, RG 
250, NA. 

3See Herman Miles Somers, Presidential Agency, The Office of War Mobilization and Re- 
conversion (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1950), and Homer L. Calkin, 
Records of the Office of War Mobilization and Reconversion (Washington, D.C.: NA, 
1951). 
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response to rapid change that is implied. The best way to contain the 
danger of inflation was to “let her rip” with the production of goods and 
services. Inequities and inconsistencies that had grown up under controls 
would in this way be reduced as painlessly as possible through the free 
play of market forces. Only the clever entrepreneur could react precisely 
to the wants of consumers and grasp the opportunities presented by de- 
mobilization. For Keynesians, who most feared unemployment and stag- 
nation, there seemed little reason to continue leashing businesses who 
wanted to generate production of consumer goods and employment. 
The case for more cautious reconversion seems to have been made by 
people with “Institutionalist’’ perspectives, who believed that at critical 
times the state was simply more efficient and fair than a market system. 
They had come to believe almost viscerally that relatively tight planning 
and controls would be best for a little while longer. The case for retention 
of controls rested on the sense that in the hurly-burly of precipitate de- 
control, the rich and powerful would come out on top at the expense of 
the weak and disorganized. Fred Vinson, director of the Office of Eco- 
nomic Stabilization, made the case in 1944 that because conditions dur- 
ing reconversion would be excessively disorderly, with government 
“fighting against deflationary pressures in some sectors of the economy 
and against inflationary pressures in other sectors,” controls must be re- 
tained.’ Frances Perkins, secretary of labor, making the countercase for 
the free market as the best structure for reconversion, responded to Vin- 
son that controls should be lifted swiftly on wages at least, if not on all 
prices: “Human as distinct from economic needs and standards are in- 
volved in wages,” she said, ‘“‘and those can always be best achieved by 
the free human relationship in bargains made directly by the workers and 
employers involved.”’ Moreover, “the time when an increase in wages 
will promote, instead of choking off, employment will differ from indus- 
try to industry and from plant to plant. Governmental control, depend- 
ing as it does on a universal rule or precedent and effective, as it is, only 
after considerable delay, cannot meet the needs of this sort of situation.’”® 
Because there was little empirical evidence at hand about how best to 
move economically from war to peace, the arguments about how long to 
retain controls tended to have this broad theoretical character. 
*Vinson to William H. Davis, chairman, National War Labor Board, 10 August 1944, 
Folder: Post War Planning Committee, Records of the Office of Economic Stabilization, 
Entry 141-PI-25, RG 250, NA. 
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In general, government officials recognized that reconversion tactics 
involved judgments about events that were impossible to predict with 
any confidence. For example, OWMR Director James Byrnes wrote in 
February 1945 to Cap Krug, chairman of the War Production Board 
rather hesitantly, as follows: “The effective method of checking inflation 
is to produce quantities of goods rapidly, but an uncontrolled scramble 
for materials and components may impose a heavy strain on the price 
structure.” Byrnes urged Krug to relax controls “to the full extent deemed 
possible without a real threat of interference with essential programs.” 
But he did not explain how to determine when this “threat’’ existed or 
which “programs” were essential.” 

The War Production Board (WPB) consulted widely among business 
and industrial leaders about how best to accomplish a smooth reconver- 
sion. The board also solicited the views of professional economists, who 
were found to be “more voluble on these subjects than most of the more 
specialized business men”; moreover, they “specialize in perspective and 
sometimes see things that are overlooked internally in the pressure of 
details.”® The obvious need for coordination among the major agencies 
during the move into peace led one OWMR staff member to recommend 
creation of an economic “general staff.”? But naturally this notion ap- 
pealed only to those who favored retention of controls at all. Krug was 
widely perceived as the most vehement advocate of speedy termination 
of controls and a return to peacetime conditions. Robert Nathan in OWMR 
described as “reckless” a statement by Krug that “regulations . . . auto- 
matically put ceilings on initiative, imagination and resourcefulness.” !° 
In August 1945 a public letter from President Truman, presumably insti- 
gated by OWMR, asked Krug and the WPB to continue some of their 
functions at least for a while so as “to help industry to obtain unprece- 
dented civilian production.”"! 

The end of a victorious war, just as the war itself, was not the occasion 
for profound reflection on the proper role for government in the econ- 


7Byrnes to Krug, 1 February 1945, Folder: Victory Planning-Post V-E Day, Records of 
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omy. Nevertheless, the makings of controversy were present, and the fact 
that the preference for rapid decontrol seemed to prevail over preferences 
for retention of some controls into peacetime was a hint of things to 
come. 


The Keynesian conversion 


The effect of Keynesian economic ideas on American economists, al- 
though not immediate, was ultimately akin to a religious experience. '? In 
part the appeal was strictly intellectual: An elegant new body of theory 
explained hitherto puzzling facts. But the appeal was emotional as well: 
Here, the believers became convinced, was the answer to the enormous 
human suffering of the 1930s that had almost brought the nation to its 
knees. Moreover, the Keynesians believed, this end to economic woes 
would permit the survival and strengthening of liberal democracies and 
arrest the growth of new dictators.'? The personal allegiance of many 
economists, especially young ones, to Keynes is clear, but it is striking 
that in government documents about macroeconomic policy during and 
just after the war, Keynes’s name is almost never mentioned. 
Several reasons can be suggested why. First, the American masses sel- 
dom take kindly to newfangled foreign ideas, and this was sensed by the 
Keynesians, who presented the ideas without attribution. But in addition 
there was a distinctly and uniquely American flavor to the macroeco- 
nomic discussions during this period. Instead of a focus exclusively on 
the tools of fiscal policy characteristic of the British discussion, there was 
a much wider emphasis on the context in which fiscal policy would op- 
erate. This feature of the American discussion may have been influenced 
by the ‘“‘mature economy” thesis of Professor Alvin Hansen of Harvard 
University, who foresaw problems of “secular stagnation” associated with 
the closing of the frontier and other phenomena lying behind the inade- 
quacy of effective demand in the United States. Finally, there was an 
appreciation of the political difficulties associated with selling a theory 
12 A great deal has been written on this topic. Many of the early appraisals are collected in 
Seymour E. Harris, The New Economics (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1952). An ex- 
amination of Keynes’s reception in the private sector is Robert M. Collins, The Business 
Response to Keynes, 1929-1964 (New York: Columbia University Press, 1981). 
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as radical as that of Keynes and a policy instrument as heretical as deficit 
finance. So better bury the radical ideas in a more conventional larger 
program! 

Discussion of macroeconomic policy came to a head in the summer of 
1944 when Chairman Marriner Eccles of the Federal Reserve Board and 
Director Harold Smith of the Budget Bureau convened an informal group 
of economists in, and on the edge of, government to explore the prepa- 
ration of an American white (or “‘pink”’) paper on a postwar employment 
program. The group consisted of Gerhard Colm, Arthur Smithies, Emile 
Despres, Richard Gilbert, Walter Salant, Kenneth Williams, Richard 
Musgrave, and Alvin Hansen." 

Various members of the group prepared draft statements. To get a 
sense of their thinking, it is worth examining one statement by Hansen 
dated 18 September 1944 in some detail. It began by deploring the 
Depression and marveling at economic accomplishments during the war. 
“It [the war production achievement] presents both hopes and fears for 
the future—hopes of a new high level of prosperity and living standards; 
fears of vast unemployment.” The role of the federal government after 
the war, Hansen wrote, should be to “establish the framework within 
which families, private business, and state and local governments can 
plan and execute effectively their part.” This task consisted first of all of 
the “responsibility to so manage its fiscal operations that the total flow 
of expenditures, public and private, will be adequate and stable.” So far, 
so good, and very Keynesian. But the Hansen memo went on, “The role 
of the government is to create conditions under which free enterprise can 
reach its maximum possible development, and to supplement its activities 
in areas where only the government can do the job.” The government 
“job” in this regard was defined to include promotion of 


investment outlets for private enterprise . .. by a comprehensive program of re- 
gional resource development, by urban redevelopment, and by a thoroughgoing 
modernization of our highway and airport system. ... To encourage new prod- 
ucts, new processes, and new industries the government should undertake a large 
program of scientific research . . . to promote the most efficient use of labor and 


“The “pink” paper is reprinted in History of Employment and Manpower Policy in 
the United States; Twenty Years of Experience under the Employment Act of 1946, 
Subcommittee on Employment and Manpower of the Senate Committee on Labor 
and Public Welfare, 89th Cong., 2d sess. (1966), vol. 7, pt. 1, 1-27. Many of the docu- 
ments leading up to the paper are in Employment Act Symposium File, Colm Papers, 
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resources. ... It should promote comprehensive planning with respect to land 
use, both urban and rural. 

Government must undertake an expanded program of Social Security, 
including unemployment and old-age insurance, and make provision for 
temporary and permanent disability. ‘‘It must greatly improve and ex- 
tend the facilities for public health and education, especially in the back- 
ward areas in our country. It must carry through a comprehensive vet- 
erans program. It must enforce minimum wages and improving labor 
standards.” 

This agenda was certainly far beyond the pure milk of John Maynard 
Keynes. It owed as much to the old American Institutionalists and the 
New Deal as to the “New Economics” from across the water. The influ- 
ence of free-market advocates could also be discerned in the advocacy of 
“automatic stabilizers” such as unemployment insurance to limit depen- 
dence on discretionary fiscal measures. 1° 

There was a distinctly optimistic tone to the Hansen memo. Inflation 
could be avoided by “‘an orderly upward adjustment of wages and money 
incomes generally in proportion to the over-all increase in per capita pro- 
ductivity. Industries which enjoy a more rapid increase in productivity 
than the general average should reduce prices.” Happily, Hansen noted, 
“there is a close community of interest between all the groups of our 
economy.” Even in this maturing economy, he could discern few uncer- 
tainties or clouds on the horizon. 

The final “pink” paper was much more elaborate than the original 
Hansen draft but there were strong similarities. The authors declared 
firmly that their concern was with “long-range” problems, and they had 
purposely “‘side-stepped” the “demobilization” issues. For this they were 
criticized for tendering “lack of guidance.”!® Elsewhere in government, 
however, others were thinking through the administrative implications 
of macroeconomic reasoning. One staff member of OWMR urged the 
construction of a large national macroeconomic model (with assump- 
tions ‘“‘to accord with political or social realism”) and the appointment 
of a “planning staff. . . to outline policies for each major segment of the 
economy so as to accommodate the interests and pressures of each seg- 
ment into an overall program.” !” 

15 Alvin Hansen, “Postwar Employment Program,” 18 September 1944, Postwar Employ- 
ment Program File, Colm Papers, HSTL. 
16], Weldon Jones to the director, “Progress Report on Full Employment Report,” 25 Au- 


gust 1944, Employment Act Symposium File, Colm Papers, HSTL. 
17“Proposed Research Project: Policy Yardstick for OWMR,” undated and unsigned, prob- 
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During 1944—45 there was everywhere a yearning for “cooperation” 
rather than conflict among the institutions and sectors of American so- 
ciety. The “hostilities”? of the 1930s and the wartime conflict itself had 
left deep scars; many people seemed exhausted by the struggles and yearned 
for a new sense of domestic and international community. Moreover, 
they believed that this change in mood could be brought about relatively 
easily. Paul Hoffman wrote to the president in August 1945 that “there 
is a deep anxiety among all segments of our population over the avail- 
ability of jobs after the war. That anxiety is matched by a desire on the 
part of an overwhelming majority of our people for the preservation and 
strengthening of our system of free competitive enterprise.” He advo- 
cated creation of a ‘Presidential Full Employment Commission’”’ to make 
recommendations about public policies and programs.!® 

As the war came to a close, then, debates over “industrial policy” 
occurred at two levels. Economists argued over when to remove wartime 
controls, At the same time a vision of new macroeconomic policy was 
formed with a component of constructive intervention in the private sec- 
tor that, like the case for retention of controls, owed as much to the old 
tradition of New Deal planning and to home-grown Institutionalism as 
to the new macroeconomic messiah. 


Adjusting to peace 


Disillusionment toward the economy might be the best way to describe 
the mood of the Truman administration during the first term. The good 
news was that the dreaded depression did not return. This in itself was 
cause for rejoicing. But the bad news was that, in place of unemploy- 
ment, fear of inflation became a constant complication for government 
policy and its direction. Moreover, the hoped-for cooperation among 
business, labor, and government, which had been dreamed of so often 
during the war, failed to materialize. Indeed, the parties all seemed bound 
on courses that, taken together, were malignant and self-destructive. 
During this period it was necessary not only to diagnose the problems 
ably 1944, marked “Livingston or Hagen,” Folder Programming, General Files of Robert 
R. Nathan, Entry 38-PI-25, RG 250, NA. 
‘8 Hoffman to Truman, 4 August 1945, Folder: Committee for Economic Development, 
Office of the Deputy Director for Reconversion, Entry 38-PI-25, RG 250, NA. A typical 
letter from a businessman pleading for a “‘spirit of cooperation” to replace the “hostile 


attitudes” of the 1930s is B. C. Black, president, Mayflower Doughnut Corporation, to 
the president, 3 May 1945, OF 172 (1945), with attachment. 
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but to sort out the instruments and mechanisms to be used against them. 
As war ended, the air was full of suggestions for ways in which the parts 
of the economy could cooperate for their mutual benefit. Discussion was 
stimulated by the yeasty contents of the Murray Full Employment Bill 
then before Congress. There were proposals for such new bodies as a 
National Board of Economic Development, rather like an Estates Gen- 
eral, with representatives from agriculture, business, consumers, govern- 
ment, and labor. The National Planning Association (NPA), which had 
issued during the war a “‘Declaration of Interdependence”’ of agriculture, 
business, and labor, kept up a stream of conferences and publications 
after war’s end calling for “‘a course of conduct in terms of reason, unity, 
and justice.” President Truman wrote to the NPA in October 1945 to 
endorse this initiative: “I want every businessman, farmer, and worker 
to know that joint action in developing solutions to the challenging prob- 
lems that lie ahead has my most sincere and determined support.”!? 

But it was precisely joint economic action for the common good that 
Truman was to see little of for several years to come. The first policy 
debacle and manifestation that unbridled self-interest would be the order 
of the day concerned the issue of when and how to effect decontrol after 
V-J Day. There was as high a level of disagreement within the govern- 
ment as without. Cap Krug from the WPB continued to argue that the 
best approach was to go to the free market cold turkey. “‘Once unleashed 
from governmental control,” he said, 


American industrial experience and ingenuity will find the speediest way to clear 
the tangles, break the bottlenecks and get civilian production rolling again. ... 
The trouble with continued centralized Government control over industrial pro- 
duction and distribution is, first, that the American consumer is deprived of free- 
dom of choice in what he can buy, and second, that American management and 
local public agencies are deprived of their demonstrated ability to exercise initia- 
tive and judgement in determining the shape and timing of economic activities,2° 


Chester Bowles and others, especially the staffs of OPA and OWMR, 
repeated the contrary view about the necessity for government planning 
and coordination over an extended transitional period. 

But more important than this difference of view in determining the 


19 Alva Meyers, Jr., and Oscar Meier, “Proposal for the Establishment of a National Board 
of Economic Development under the Terms of the Full Employment Act of 1945,” 15 
October 1945, attached to Bill Devlin to Robert R. Nathan, 6 November 1945, Folder: 
E. E. Hagen, General files of Robert R. Nathan, Entry 38-PI-25, RG 250, NA; and Tru- 
man to the National Planning Association, 15 October 1945, PPF 2099, HSTL. 

207. A. Krug, “Should Uncle Sam Program Civilian Production?” Article prepared for New 
York Times Sunday Magazine, 22 July 1945, Folder: Press Releases, General Files of 
Robert R. Nathan, Entry 38-PI-25, RG 250, NA. 
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final outcome was the way in which events unfolded. Truman appealed 
for public-spirited behavior but believed that he received the reverse. At 
the urging of Chester Bowles he convened a Labor-Management Confer- 
ence in November 1945 to plot common strategy, but this broke up in 
disarray. From then on through 1946 it must have seemed to the embat- 
tled president that he was like the little Dutch boy with his finger in the 
dike resisting firms, industries, unions, farm groups, and others who were 
striking, locking out, lobbying Congress, and in all respects making it 
impossible for him to stem the tide of inflation. At the same time mem- 
bers of his staff were giving conflicting advice that would have been dif- 
ficult for the most sophisticated professional, let alone a new chief exec- 
utive inexperienced in economic affairs, to sort out. 

A moment of crisis occurred in July 1946 when the president was 
faced with a weak and attenuated price control bill whose advocates in 
Congress made what would be called today “supply side’”’ arguments. 
The bill might seem to be inflationary, they said, but in fact the stimulus 
it would give to industry would merely generate a compensatory defla- 
tionary flow of goods. A ‘‘demand side”’ staff member in OWMR re- 
sponded, “This assertion is not supported by quantitative evidence con- 
cerning supply and demand—as you will realize if you try to remember 
reading or hearing such evidence—but instead it is sold like soap by rep- 
etition.”’ This critic said that, to the contrary, “‘an inflationary boom and 
collapse would occur under the bill.”?! A second, tougher price control 
bill was finally passed, but after this incident the end of restraints was 
near. A strike by meat producers placed intolerable pressure on that one 
crucial market, and in November 1946 President Truman announced to 
the American people the end of all controls. 


The Employment Act and its effect 


While the reconversion to peace was being accomplished in 1945 and 
1946, the new advisory institutions that Congress finally agreed were 
needed to meet the mounting economic challenges were formed and put 


21E.g., James R. Newman to Robert Nathan, “Memorandum: The Bureau of the Budget 
Statement on Reconversion Policies,” 8 May 1945, Folder: Bureau of the Budget, Office 
of the Deputy Director for Reconversion, Entry 38-PI-25, RG 250, NA. Events of the 
times were described in a report by Philip E. Coombs, “Factors Contributing to Collapse 
of Stabilization Program,” 10 April 1947, Folder: OES-History Notes, Records of the 
Office of Economic Stabilization, Entry 127-PI-25, RG 250, NA. 
Everett E. Hagen to John R. Steelman, “The Price Control Extension Bill, HR 6042,” 
27 June 1946, Folder: General-Price Control, Reports and other Records on Economic 
Problems of Reconversion, Entry 31-PI-25, RG 250, NA. 
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into effect. As is often the case, what was put in place was substantially 
a reaction to what had gone before. Despite hopes harbored by some in 
the early days of discussions about the Murray Bill that a large new plan- 
ning and directive agency would be created (perhaps a successor to 
OWMR), or at least an “Economic General Staff,” unhappy recollections 
of the New Deal, together with departmental jealousies, joined with other 
factors, among them an activist group of alarmed business lobbies, to 
make certain that the Employment Act, when passed, contained nothing 
more threatening than a three-person Council of Economic Advisers (CEA) 
to the president, a Joint Economic Committee of Congress, and an an- 
nual economic report by the president. With memories of the recently 
deceased National Resources Planning Board still strong—and of its pen- 
chant for large studies that seldom entered the policy process—the 
new CEA was placed squarely within the Executive Office of the Presi- 
dent, and the members had status approaching that of cabinet mem- 
bers.?? 

The Employment Act (S. 380) in its final form set out to declare na- 
tional policy on three subjects: employment, production, and purchasing 
power. It did not contain the words “full employment” and avoided di- 
rect reference to the use of public expenditures to supplement private 
expenditures. The requirement that the president submit an annual eco- 
nomic report to Congress replaced an earlier proposal for a “National 
Production and Employment Budget.”’ Nevertheless the CEA remained 
substantially an outgrowth of Keynesian, or fiscalist, thinking, and this 
character was to become both its strength and its weakness. It was a 
source of strength, because by 1946 many business leaders had come to 
recognize that full employment achieved through a flexible fiscal policy 
could be the best of all worlds—they would have buoyant markets and 
minimal governmental intervention. As one business consulting group 
told its clients as S. 380 came up for passage, “So far as the bill may 
achieve its goal of sustaining employment through greater purchasing 
power, it will mean more prosperous business—though total profits may 
not increase proportionately. To the extent that the goal is achieved by 
stimulating business investment it will in fact be a ‘business bill.’ ”?? 


22 The standard account of passage of the Employment Act is Stephen K. Bailey, Congress 
Makes a Law (New York: Columbia University Press, 1950). Plans for a new and ex- 
panded executive office of the president, which would contain “a sort of economic gen- 
eral staff,” were set forth by Thomas I. Emerson, general counsel of OWMR, to Director 
John W. Snyder in a memorandum “Administration of Full Employment Legislation,” 
30 November 1945, Folder: Full Employment Bill, General Files of Robert R. Nathan, 
Entry 38-P1-25, RG 250, NA. 

23 Policy memorandum prepared by The Research Institute of America staff for executive 
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The weakness growing out of the Keynesian origins was the precise 
emphasis on output, employment and price levels. The CEA, in effect, 
would be asked to do both too much and too little. The Budget Bureau 
recognized this problem immediately and pointed it out to the president, 
while at the same time advising him to sign the Employment Act. Harold 
Smith, the director, explained: 


The establishment of the Council is based on the theory that policies designed to 
create and maintain maximum employment, production, and purchasing power 
can be separated from other aspects of the Federal Program, and that responsi- 
bility for advising the President on employment policies can be separated from 
responsibility for counseling him on other aspects of his economic and fiscal pro- 
gram. This again is a very serious defect of the bill.** 


In fact none of the first three CEA members was a strict Keynesian, 
although all knew and were sympathetic to Keynes’s ideas. Edwin Nourse, 
the chairman, was an agricultural economist from The Brookings Insti- 
tution who had specialized in studying the behavior of individual mar- 
kets. He had long had a research interest in cooperatives, a market form 
not easily subsumed by traditional price theory. Although not properly 
categorized as an Institutionalist, he had distinct Institutionalist roots 
and affiliations, and he described the neoclassical and Keynesian tradi- 
tions as, respectively, the laissez-faire and fiscal policy schools. Leon Key- 
serling was a product of Columbia University Institutionalism and a vet- 
eran of many New Deal battles. John D. Clark had been a businessman 
and business school dean. 

In his letter of acceptance to President Truman, Chairman Nourse 
redefined the CEA’s functions as he saw them. First, he said, it was nec- 
essary to collect facts. Then it was necessary 


to interpret all available literal facts into the soundest possible diagnosis as to the 
state of the nation’s economic health and the causes which explain any evidence 
of current ill health or which threaten to produce unhealthy conditions in the 
future. Since even the best of doctors are often in disagreement as to what the 
picture actually shows is going on in a bodily organism, we must draw many 
economic specialists into consultation on the special phases of our diagnosis.”° 


No orthodox Keynesian here! In fact this response from Nourse sounded 
like a classic statement of American Institutionalist methodology. The 


members, 30 August 1945: “The Meaning of the Full Employment Bill,” General Files of 
Robert R. Nathan, Entry 38-PI-25, RG 250, NA. 

24Harold D. Smith, memorandum for the president: “The Employment Bill of 1946,” 15 
February 1946, Program on Full Employment File, Colm Papers, HSTL. 

25 Nourse to the president, 29 July 1946, Daily Diary, Nourse Papers, HSTL. See also oral 
history interview with Dr. Edwin G. Nourse, 7 March 1972, 5, 16-17, HSTL. 
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following account of strategy by senior CEA staff member Gerhard Colm 
only strengthens this sense of pervasive Institutionalist thinking: 


Somehow we begin to look at free enterprise as an institutional arrangement that 
permits us to accomplish broad economic objectives with a greater degree of 
individual freedom than any other economic organization. In order to be able to 
judge whether the decisions of free enterprise do or do not accomplish these 
objectives we need to know them. Under this philosophy it will be necessary for 
a free enterprise country to establish economic goals of a character not so differ- 
ent from those that are needed to develop a five-year plan for a socialist economy. 
Yet the use made of these goals is fundamentally different in both cases.?¢ 


The CEA began life with its gaze fixed, as charged, on issues of em- 
ployment. But events drew it inexorably toward the issue of the time, 
inflation. In fact, it soon seemed to CEA members that uncontrollable 
price increases were the Achilles’ heel of a free-market system. Normal 
macroeconomic policies to maintain employment could not be pursued 
so long as there was great danger of inflation, and if prices were allowed 
to get out of hand, crisis and collapse would soon follow. Like most of 
the economics profession at the time, the CEA members did not consider 
seriously a monetary basis for inflation. Instead they turned to macroeco- 
nomic variables for an explanation and for a solution. In this way mi- 
croeconomic issues were forced on President Truman’s economic advis- 
ers and much of the “industrial policy” of his first term came into being 
by default. 

The two market sectors that drew the attention of the economists as a 
source of inflation were those for productive factors and for finished goods 
and services. Views about the labor market changed perceptibly over the 
course of the first term. Right after the war, younger economists in par- 
ticular pictured labor as victimized by the Depression and by arrange- 
ments during wartime, which they claimed had been “tilted” toward em- 
ployers; it was time now for workers to get their own back. A declining 
relative share of wages in total national income was bound to reduce 
aggregate purchasing power, they pointed out, and to bring on a reces- 
sion. In a series of memos on “‘the wage situation” discussed widely in 
OWMR during 1945, Richard Gilbert spoke of labor as “‘seething with 
unrest,” and he called for “immediate and substantial wage increases . . . 
if we are to avoid a crippling decline in national income and purchasing 
power and in employment.” He recommended a restoration of free col- 


26Excerpts from letter of G. Colm to P. T. Homan, 31 July 1947, Daily Diary, Nourse 
Papers, HSTL. 
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lective bargaining within a system of controls on product prices. In part 
he looked for a shift in factor shares away from profits to wages, but he 
also depended on another optimistic and unsubstantiated supply-side ar- 
gument, that higher wages in some sectors would not be inflationary be- 
cause “dissatisfied workers will slow down on the job; satisfied workers 
will pull their own weight. Wage increases have always paid for them- 
selves in productivity. They will do so now.”?” Another economist, Wal- 
ter Salant, made a supplementary supply-side case when he claimed that 
productivity gains had accumulated during the war and a pay-out now 
would be “compatible with the maintenance of existing costs and prices.”?® 

In reporting the results of this overall discussion to OWMR Director 
and presidential confidant John Snyder, Robert Nathan gave greatest 
weight to the macroeconomic, or demand-side, arguments for wage in- 
creases. ‘‘The only solution to mass production and full employment in 
America,” he said, “‘lies in mass consumption which requires a much 
higher standard of living and a much higher income for those who will 
use their income for consumption purposes.” Accordingly, “a high wage 
policy is a prerequisite to overcoming this basic weakness of our system. 
We must give meaning and substance to the concept of large production 
and low prices and high wages.” Nathan seemed to imply that accom- 
plishment of this goal of income redistribution and a new national wage 
policy should not be difficult to achieve. He explained confidently, ‘““We 
should arrive at a wage policy which will help us to avoid disputes, mod- 
erate the impact of reduced take-home pay upon the workers, and avoid 
a run-away inflation.”?? As it turned out, the government was unable to 
achieve any of these goals over the next few years. 

What stood in the way of these dreams of applied reason in industrial 
relations was the disorderly and imperfect character of the labor market, 
where bilateral monopoly made the outcome of wage disputes indeter- 
minate. As long as a single seller of labor (a union) dealt with a single 
buyer (a large corporation), there was no way to predict the outcome 
precisely or to prescribe a “‘just’’ wage. Political forces within the unions 
and corporations led to actions that could not be anticipated on any 


27Richard V. Gilbert, two memoranda on “The Wage Situation,” 3 and 16 October 1945, 
Folder: Wage Policy, General Files of Robert R. Nathan, Entry 38-PI-25, RG 250, NA. 
28 Walter S. Salant to Thomas I. Emerson, “Background for Determination of Wage Pol- 
icy,” 28 September 1945, Folder: Wage Policy, General Files of Robert R. Nathan, Entry 
38-PI-25, RG 250, NA. 

29Nathan to Snyder, 27 September 1945, with attached memorandum “The Labor and 
Wage Problem,” Folder: Wage Study, General Files of Robert R. Nathan, Entry 38-PI- 
25, RG 250, NA. 
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simple economic ground. Economists spoke of ranges of indeterminacy. 
But this was cold comfort to a beleaguered and inexperienced president 
trying to steer the economy away from rocks that appeared everywhere 
he looked. Struggles involving coal miners, steelworkers, and other labor 
organizations led to some of the most frustrating moments President Tru- 
man experienced during his years in office, and he grew increasingly bit- 
ter about them. He felt that he was himself a “little guy” and a president 
for all the working people, yet time and time again relatively small groups 
of union members would either impede crucial production that would 
benefit all or block efforts to fight inflation. 


Some attention to the long run 


The administration was too busy putting out economic fires of all kinds 
during the first term to think hard about fundamental changes that might 
have to be made in the system as a consequence of undesirable individual 
actions. Some people, however, did wonder whether even current trends 
in wage and price determination were compatible with the continuation 
of economic freedom. Occasionally, interesting suggestions for reform 
came along; for example, John Dunlop wrote to Chester Bowles from the 
Federal Reserve in 1946 that it might be necessary for government to 
issue “‘guideposts to the parties of collective bargaining” based on im- 
provements in technology. This proposal for a formal link between wage 
increases and productivity growth was an idea that lay dormant for al- 
most twenty years before reappearing in the Johnson administration.*° 

President Truman himself was naturally receptive to thinking that grew 
out of disillusionment with powerful economic actors. His experience as 
chairman of the Senate Special Committee to Investigate the National 
Defense Program had left him dubious about both the competitive in- 
stincts and the patriotism of big business and labor leaders. He remi- 
nisced years later: “I saw cliques in labor and in capital, each greedy for 
gain, while small production plants by the hundreds were being pushed 
aside and kept inactive by big business. The big fellows, in the name of 
the government, were putting thousands of small concerns out of busi- 
ness that should have been producing for the total war effort.” 

The Truman Committee had discovered that selfish and monopolistic 
actions in product and labor markets fed off each other. 


3°Dunlop to Bowles, “Tomorrow without Fear,” 12 March 1946, Folder: John Dunlop, 
General Files of Chester Bowles, Entry 142-PI-25, RG 250, NA. 
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The Committee found that leadership in both labor and industry had been too 
much concerned with its own interests and too little concerned with the national 
welfare. The defense program was very seriously handicapped by strikes and 
threatened strikes. I felt that many demands for wage increases were inspired by 
the reports of tremendous profits being made by companies with defense con- 
tracts.>! 


President Truman speculated that those same monopolists who had 
impeded the war effort might also be behind the problems of conversion 
to peace. 

The one serious inquiry into a possible reformulation of conditions in 
the labor market during Truman’s first term focused specifically on pro- 
posals for a guaranteed annual wage in industry. The study originated in 
a request for a guaranteed annual wage by the United Steelworkers of 
America in a case before the War Labor Board in 1944. The board re- 
sponded by recommending that the president examine the whole subject 
in detail, and this task was assigned to the OWMR. The idea for a guar- 
anteed annual wage drew support from at least three quarters. The labor 
movement, and especially the Congress of Industrial Organizations, saw 
it as a device to increase job security and perhaps even take-home pay 
when averaged over the business cycle. Macroeconomists thought it a 
promising automatic stabilizer to sustain effective demand and thereby 
to supplement discretionary public policy in recessions. Those worried 
over the increasingly acrimonious state of labor relations generally, in- 
cluding some business leaders, thought that strikes and unreasonable wage 
demands might be reduced and productivity increased with a more secure 
and self-confident labor force. By late 1946 an OWMR research team led 
by Murray Latimer had undertaken a series of case studies and general 
explorations that seemed to imply that all three objectives might indeed 
be gained by a guaranteed annual wage.** 

One of the most interesting components of the study was a chapter by 
Alvin Hansen and Paul Samuelson on the macroeconomic implications 
of the scheme. They found it likely to be a stabilizing force but certainly 
not a panacea.** Continued inquiry into the device from all angles, how- 
31Harry S. Truman, Memoirs, vol. 1, Year of Decisions (Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday, 

1955), 165, 176. 

32 The origins of the Guaranteed Annual Wage Study are discussed in a document prepared 
for congressional hearings, dated 14 March 1946. Folder: Appropriations (1946), Gen- 
eral Correspondence and other Records, Entry 104-PI-25, RG 250, NA. A “Statement 
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by Latimer, “Principal Conclusions of the Interim Report of the Guaranteed Wage Study,” 
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ever, began to suggest that it would present innumerable problems and 
side effects, and the advocates fell away as they thought about other 
possible structural reforms. The supply-side arguments for the scheme 
claimed it would be costless and noninflationary, but remained unsup- 
ported by evidence. A number of distinguished economists—including 
Jacob Viner, J. M. Clark, E. S$. Mason, Sumner Slichter, Everett Hagen, 
Richard Musgrave, Walter Salant, and Lloyd Metzler—criticized the 
scheme with varying degrees of vigor. 

The coup de grace to the study may have come from the brilliant young 
labor lawyer Benjamin Ginsburg, who wrote a devastating critique ex- 
pressing concern that a focus on a labor market gimmick might reduce 
the national commitment to macroeconomic planning, the only course 
that he believed would really bring about economic justice, full employ- 
ment, and growth: “‘It is the unconscious reversal of our thinking that 
does the harm.’’34 During 1947 the study was wound up, prematurely in 
the eyes of its director, with responsibility for examining the matter fur- 
ther transferred to the CEA, and at the practical level to the Departments 
of Labor and Commerce.*° 

Even though, as Chairman Nourse wrote to Presidential Assistant John 
Steelman in 1948, it was generally understood that a labor dispute was 
not “‘a situation in which you or the President conceive that my duties 
need concern me or that the services of the Council are called for,”’ it was 
becoming increasingly plain that the notion of a macro-micro policy split 
was impractical. Nourse argued that, for example, a generous settlement 
of the current railway strike “‘would have serious inflationary repercus- 
sions” and therefore was of vital significance to accomplishment of the 
macroeconomic goals of the CEA. He pointed out that the broad purpose 
of the Employment Act was to “substitute methods of reason and social 
engineering for resort to force.’ It was appropriate, therefore, to follow 
this principle to its natural conclusion by inquiring into the affairs of all 
units possessing ‘“‘monopoly power.” Fiscal policy as a macroeconomic 
tool could not be expected to work smoothly in the absence of a truly 
competitive economic system, and this condition, he concluded, was ab- 
sent in America. “The situation confronting our democratic government 
today is quite similar to that which France was faced by—and failed to 

ing of economists in which they took part dated 17 May 1946. Folder: Economic Analy- 
sis of Guaranteed Wages, ibid. 
34 Ginsburg to Latimer, “Basic Policy on Guaranteed Wage Study,” 14 October 1946, Folder: 
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meet effectively —between the World Wars and since. It is the danger that 
follows the growth of strong factions and the revelation of weak govern- 
ment.”?3¢ 

The CEA position on the Taft-Hartley Act, which eventually became 
law despite President Truman’s veto, was that it did not deal effectively 
with the problem of labor market monopoly, not that the problem was 
unimportant. “It provides no genuine solution for those industrial con- 
flicts which threaten to paralyze the economy because of their size or the 
vital points at which they strike.’’ The CEA believed that the way had yet 
to be found to ensure “labor peace and high productivity and the adjust- 
ment of wages and working conditions through the process of smoothly 
running collective bargaining.””>” 

The CEA shared at least as much unease about the prevalence of mar- 
ket imperfections among business firms in product markets as among 
workers. But, as in the case of labor markets, they were not sure what to 
do about the situation. Addressing the War Contracts Subcommittee of 
the Senate Military Affairs Committee in May 1944, long before the CEA 
existed, Nourse had argued that “‘changes in business philosophy or cur- 
rent policy and practice” would be necessary if peace were to bring “high 
efficiency, smooth operation, and well-sustained prosperity.” Nourse 
worried that 


free enterprise has in fact often been interpreted as a demand by those of greater 
strength, better location, more favorable situation, or greater ruthlessness that 
they be allowed to exercise their full power toward advancing their individual or 
group interests even when the effect is to restrain the enterprise of others... . No 
one who will honestly look at the past and present record of America can doubt 
that the majority of businessmen are in fact afraid of competition, just as they 
are afraid of really free enterprise. 


Nourse discovered two major dangers in this condition. First, timid 
businessmen, when combining to exert monopoly power, tended to as- 
sociate stable prices with stable profits and therefore created an inflation- 
ary bias in the economy. Prices were encouraged to go up, but never 
down. Administered prices became inflationary prices. Second, the fears 
of businessmen in situations of imperfect competition could combine with 
the fears of workers to encourage a policy of restriction of output rather 
than of growth. Misunderstanding of how a competitive economy could 
36 Nourse to Steelman, 7 May 1948, Daily Diary, Nourse Papers, HSTL. 
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work led to pressures to “share” limited markets and jobs. Unemploy- 
ment and stagnation then became self-fulfilling prophesies. The danger 
was manifested by 


the reassertion of the doctrine by various interest groups that their welfare is to 
be promoted by lines of action which retard rather than enhance production. 

This danger stems from the prevailing fears of workers that there are not 
enough jobs, of capitalists that there are not enough investment opportunities, 
and of producers and distributors generally that there is not enough market de- 
mand to go around. 


Paradoxically, Nourse said, if all parts of the economy behaved optimis- 
tically and competitively, prosperity would be assured: “‘If the policies of 
the government and of owners and managers of business vigorously and 
skillfully follow lines that make for maximum production, this will as- 
sure the largest possible number of jobs, the steadiest possible work, and 
the lowest possible prices for consumer goods.””?? 

Over the course of President Truman’s first term, while the adminis- 
tration was finding its feet, sorting out responsibilities for new institu- 
tions such as the CEA, and responding to the innumerable crises of the 
moment, various parts of government kept one eye, at least, cocked toward 
‘long-run problems” and long-term solutions. Typically they had in view 
undesirable microeconomic characteristics of the economic system. For 
example, Lowell Mason, President Truman’s first appointee to the Fed- 
eral Trade Commission (FTC), offered a controversial proposal for the 
convening of a series of “industry-wide trade practice conferences to be 
held under the aegis of the Federal Trade Commission,” wherein business 
leaders would work out the means to achieve “a reign of law” in their 
particular industries and, as it were, acquire ‘“‘a self-imposed vaccination 
against bad business habits.’?? Mason was affirming, in effect, that some 
degree of monopoly, as of sin, was natural to the human condition and 
that it was far more reasonable and promising to seek to limit and chan- 
nel impure motives than to strive unsuccessfully for their total elimina- 
tion. Mason’s accommodationism was greeted with stern disapproval by 
his colleagues on the FTC and others who thought that the only proper 
approach to market concentration was hot pursuit.*° 
38 Testimony of E. G. Nourse before the War Contracts Subcommittee of the Senate Mili- 

tary Affairs Committee, 2 May 1944, CEA Staff File, Nourse Papers, HSTL. 
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Senior staff member Gerhard Colm, in presenting material on long- 
range economic policies to the new CEA members in 1946, explored how 
it might be possible “‘to strengthen the basic structure of the economy so 
that it will become less vulnerable to fluctuations and will require a lesser 
amount of compensating Government measures than otherwise may be- 
come necessary.” Even though he was an immigrant from Germany in 
the 1930s, Colm used familiar Institutionalist language in calling for ‘‘a 
well-balanced economy.” He saw a large potential agenda for govern- 
ment action to “strengthen the structure of the American economy,” bro- 
ken into the following four categories: 


(1) To promote adaptation of the labor force to the opportunities and require- 
ments of the modern economy; 

(2) To promote maximum production by broadening the production base of 
the American economy; 

(3) To promote maximum purchasing power by lifting the bottom of the pyr- 
amid; 

(4) To promote maximum production and maximum purchasing power by 
cooperating in the development of world economics and world trade.*! 


This constituted a distinctly demand-side shopping list, in which long- 
term as well as short-term problems were perceived as growing out of 
the need to sustain aggregate purchases of goods and services. Only the 
second of these four categories was aimed directly at improving the pro- 
ductivity of the private sector of the economy. And even there the prin- 
cipal supply-side issue raised was the old stagnationist concern for new 
investment outlets to maintain employment. Colm noted the benefits of 
regional development programs like the Tennessee Valley Authority, the 
need to accomplish ‘“‘adjustments” in agriculture to large-scale produc- 
tion, and only last of all “the development of new industries,” such as 
atomic energy, and encouragement to free competition and small enter- 
prise. In any event the CEA was not able to take up these questions for 
some time to come. 

The most clear-cut “industrial policy” expressed by a government agency 
during Truman’s first term came from the FTC, which insisted that “un- 
fair practices of competition in commerce”’ were a danger to the society 
and must be exposed and either discouraged or prohibited. Small busi- 
nesses in particular must be protected from the predatory practices of 
their larger brethren and should receive special encouragement from gov- 


411 ong-Range Economic Policies,” 3 December 1946, G. Colm Draft, Daily Diary, Nourse 
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ernment. Lowell Mason was in a minority on the FTC in suggesting that 
government, in effect accept the inevitability of some concentration and 
try to work out ways of making firms with monopoly power act “‘respon- 
sibly.”” The other FTC members wished to pull up monopoly wherever it 
could be found, root and branch. President Truman himself seems not to 
have become especially interested in the details of this dispute over the 
best approach to market concentration except to keep calling for protec- 
tion of the little guy. Several presidential addresses, including the 1947 
State of the Union, condemned bigness more as a cause of inflation than 
as a source of inequities and inefficiencies. President Truman wrote to 
the chairman of the FTC on one occasion as follows: ““The Commission 
can perform an extremely important service to the American people by 
directing the spotlight at this time on those members of the business com- 
munity who are jeopardizing the jobs and welfare of all Americans by 
maintaining unreasonably high prices in relation to costs.’’4* 

By the end of Truman’s first term, as the CEA continued to wrestle 
unsuccessfully with inflation, all the members had concluded that struc- 
tural issues must lie at the root of the problem and that serious inquiry 
into microeconomic behavior was an essential prerequisite for the for- 
mation of effective macroeconomic policy. So long as just the right amount 
of aggregate effective demand was present, they believed, vigorous and 
growing production would take place—that is, unless struggles among 
monopolistic groups in the economy for a larger share of the pie caused 
inflation. In June of 1948 a CEA staff economist, Donald H. Wallace, 
began an ambitious study of “wage-price policy” so as to develop rec- 
ommendations for tactical supplements to fiscal policy. Wallace began 
from the position that although pressure might reduce the degree of con- 
centration and potential for monopolistic behavior throughout the eco- 
nomic system, substantial market imperfections were bound to remain. 
If alternating inflationary surges and recessions were not to be the con- 
sequence of this condition, government intervention was essential. A first 
step, he thought, should be research and analysis to show how, in theory 
at least, the economy could be assured of stability and growth. He set 
out to prepare “‘a statement of general balance for the economy which 
would be a kind of general code or charter”’ and “a statement of guiding 
rules for particular firms or segments of the economy.”*? 

The Wallace Report generated vigorous discussion within the CEA. 


42Truman to Chairman Ferguson, n.d., OF 100 (1947-48), HSTL. 
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Vice-Chairman Keyserling prepared a detailed critique in which he called 
for greater empirical study to be made of just how prices really were set 
before the jump was made to policy. He also pointed out a schizophrenia 
that was beginning to attack many economists who were calling for, at 
the same time, greater competition in markets and public intervention in 
price making. “I would like to see a greater effort to fish or cut bait,” he 
said. “Either we must say that private adjustments can be effectual or we 
must say that more intervention is needed.” Finally, Keyserling warned 
against making the macroeconomic norms of price stability and full em- 
ployment the sole criteria for judging microeconomic performance. “A 
stable price level and high employment are undoubtedly all to the good, 
but it is certainly true that economic analysis can find a lot wrong with 
the economy even under such conditions and that economic policy can- 
not be held in abeyance during such time.”’** 

John D. Clark, the third CEA member, took stock of the advisers’ 
capacity to throw light on sources of the nation’s macroeconomic prob- 
lems and concluded they had a long way to go. For Clark the relationship 
between income distribution and economic performance remained largely 
a mystery: 


The [Wallace] study to determine what relations of wages, prices, and profits 
contribute to prosperity and economic progress has produced no conclusion, even 
tentative in character. The Council continues to use the same broad phrases in its 
admonitions to business and labor, but it leaves their meaning as obscure as ever, 
unlighted by suggestions of any standard by which either proper wages or proper 
prices can be recognized. 


The same obscurity held for Clark with respect to the effects of con- 
centration of industry: 


During the inflation of 1947 and 1948, expansion of production was of vital 
importance, and it did not occur despite the high profits which in a competitive 
economy would usually bring it about. Did the concentration of much of our 
manufacturing in a few large business firms account for the failure of production 
to increase? ... We can only speculate about the managerial decisions about 
volume of output which would have been made if normal competition had pre- 
vailed. 


The issue of antitrust policy, Clark reported, had “been studied by the 
Council for two years with no satisfactory result.”* 


“4Leon H. Keyserling to Edwin G. Nourse, 14 August 1948, Daily Diary, Nourse Papers, 
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Events during President Truman’s first term drew the attention of pol- 
icy makers and analysts to public policy toward industry in a way that 
was not anticipated at the start. The stimulus lay in seemingly insoluble 
macroeconomic problems whose solution, if to be found at all, must lie 
at their microeconomic roots. But the result of the preliminary attention 
to this point was little more than the formulation of questions. The an- 
swers lay ahead. 


A time for brave thoughts 


President Truman’s second term brought important changes for eco- 
nomic policy makers in Washington. The election of 1948 coincided 
roughly with an appreciation that after three years the postwar inflation- 
ary surge had run its course and the long-awaited return of recession 
might be at hand at last. At the same time, there appeared a pervasive 
new mood of self-confidence and of excitement about fresh opportunities 
and vistas ahead. President Truman had at last won a decisive mandate, 
and the challenge was to design programs worthy of the opportunity. 

Elements both of continuity and of change in the policy toward indus- 
try emerged during this second term. First, the commitment to antitrust 
remained, and a message was presented to Congress to this effect. The 
earlier wartime encouragement to small business was also sustained through 
a special charge to the Commerce Department. The administration’s con- 
cern was addressed particularly to the difficulty small firms faced ‘‘in 
obtaining access either to longer-term credit or to equity capital.’”’ The 
question remained of how to remedy this situation, whether through tax 
concessions, a loan insurance program, a special loan agency such as the 
Reconstruction Finance Corporation, or some other device. 

In preparation for a presidential message to Congress on small busi- 
ness, delivered 5 May 1950, the White House staff paid attention also to 
the relationship between technical change and the maintenance of com- 
petition. A report from the Commerce Department concluded, ““The con- 
tinued progress of science and technology, fundamental as it is to im- 
provement in living standards, seems to work in the direction of stimulating 
further business concentration.” Alternative forms of “‘public action to 
offset this trend” were discussed, including “concentration of research 
and development in the hands of the Federal and State Governments and 
... to make the results available to all business” on the model of agri- 
culture. But the report came down, instead, in favor of an expansion of 
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various Commerce Department projects such as a clearinghouse for sci- 
entific and technical data for business use, expansion of such government 
laboratories as the National Bureau of Standards, and authorization of 
new programs for a business extension service, a grant-in-aid program 
for engineering schools to carry on small-business technical research, and 
a series of “business clinics” to address current problems.** 

When the small-business program was opened for wide discussion during 
the summer of 1950, the thinness of its support was evident. White House 
staff member Richard Neustadt reported after an interdepartmental ses- 
sion on 6 June that ‘“‘there is likely to be considerable opposition from 
bankers’ and businessmen’s organizations” while within the government, 
“atmospherically, there was very little enthusiasm.” The financial com- 
munity, in particular, was skeptical: “You can’t find much fire for the 
program in the eyes of Mr. McCloy and his aides. The Treasury techni- 
cians present merely scowled. ... I made a stump speech but nobody 
changed expression.” Neustadt noted that the presentations to date had 
contained little effective “economic rationale for the program.” His 
observation undoubtedly reflected the general view held by market econ- 
omists as far back as Adam Smith that, in order to remedy inequities in 
the economy, it was better to deny special favors to all than to give them 
to some. Schemes of special assistance, no matter how exalted their goals, 
were likely to become merely devices to generate economic rents for their 
beneficiaries. 

In addition to the elements of continuity in policy represented by the 
continuing endorsement of antitrust and assistance to small business, the 
Truman second term witnessed change reflected both in the expanded 
role that the CEA sought for itself and a fundamentally different concep- 
tion of the proper place for government in the economy that began to 
emerge in the thinking of CEA members and other leaders in govern- 
ment. 

The new mood of exhilaration and expectation evident in the CEA in 
1949 was complicated by the departure of Chairman Nourse. Neverthe- 
less, the strong sense of the remaining members, especially Leon Keyser- 
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ling, who became the new chairman, was that they had an opportunity 
and responsibility to exert leadership in economic policy among the var- 
ious parts of government. The first term had demonstrated both the in- 
tractability of macroeconomic problems, notably inflation, and the need 
to develop coordinated strategies. The task now was to develop an ap- 
propriate response. In a draft communication shortly after the election 
Keyserling reminded the president that nowhere “available to the Presi- 
dent [was there] a detached agency which could review these programs 
and proposals for the President from the general viewpoint of the good 
of the whole economy and the whole nation.” He recommended that the 
CEA be encouraged now to perform this central staff role with vigor.** 

The emerging activist economic philosophy, which motivated the de- 
sire of the CEA to redefine its role, implied that the nation absolutely 
required a centrally administered macroeconomic policy with both de- 
mand and supply sides. The demand side dictated attention to aggregate 
governmental expenditures and revenues based on the kinds of forecasts 
that the CEA had learned to prepare during its first three years. The 
supply side was far more uncertain and challenging but, as an increasing 
number of senior advisers counseled, it too required a positive program 
of intervention to make certain that the flow of goods and services con- 
tinued at maximum physical limits and stable prices. 

The turn to the supply side grew out of several concerns. First, a 
mounting sense of the large and increasing calls on American productive 
capacity made any kind of waste through less-than-full utilization of re- 
sources seem intolerable. The U.S. economy had accepted responsibility 
to fill the consumption needs of its people, still starved after wartime 
abstinence, and in addition to help rebuild Europe under the Marshall 
Plan, assist development in the poorer nations, and undertake rearma- 
ment under the North Atlantic Treaty. The old worries of whether aggre- 
gate effective demand would be present in a “mature” economy were 
replaced by a troubled sense that this mature system could never respond 
adequately to these demands put upon it. 

The second reason for greater attention to the supply side was a 
strengthened appreciation, which had grown during the first term, that 
this was in fact where solutions lay to the most intractable macroeco- 
nomic problems of recent decades. In particular there was a mounting 


*8The Council of Economic Advisers to the President, “Recommendations for Improved 
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sense that a misguided restrictionism throughout the economy, growing 
out of the terrors of the Great Depression, could explain the intense in- 
flationary pressures of the postwar years and the continuing vulnerability 
of the system to cyclical fluctuations. Virtually all parts of the economy— 
businesses, unions, and farmers—had become conditioned, often by gov- 
ernment policy, to react to pressures by restricting output. This response 
tended only to worsen the problem overall. Somehow these units had to 
be persuaded to produce without restraint, with consequent benefit to 
everyone. But changes in attitudes required reform of practices, institu- 
tions, and policies, and the federal government must take the lead. To an 
important degree, these years saw the beginnings of the movement for 
deregulation that required another three decades to reach maturity. 

John D. Clark argued that the CEA was the obvious locus for leader- 
ship in supply-side reform, because this would require presidential inter- 
vention in virtually all parts of government: 


There has been no staff organization plan for the constant survey of policies and 
programs from the point of view of integration within the master plan of the 
President for economic stabilization. The void is especially flagrant in the case of 
the so-called independent boards and commissions, whose activities cannot be 
permitted, under the claim of autonomy, to escape the knowledge or avoid the 
leadership of the President. 


Clark pointed out that demand-and-supply policies were inextricably 
linked. Effective guarantees of adequate demand would sustain the opti- 
mism of decision makers and keep them from taking actions and pressing 
for restrictive public policies that would be socially destructive overall: 


The most difficult programs of our domestic economy can be met only if the 
economy expands continuously. In our free economy, steady expansion is pos- 
sible only if the great army of individuals who, by their personal decisions, create 
the economic situation in every period have confidence at all times that the minor 
variations which can never be eliminated are not forerunners of serious trouble. 
Then the individual need not feel that he should protect himself by withholding 
action or plans which he would carry out if assured that business would continue 
at the prosperity level.” 


To an important extent, President Truman’s own life experience had 
equipped him to provide leadership in this search for new economic 
structures. His disillusionment with the current system had begun in the 
depression after World War I, when his own business failed. Then from 
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the vantage point of the wartime Truman Committee he witnessed pow- 
erful firms and unions using the emergency to improve their lot at the 
expense of the public welfare. He had begun his own presidency by ap- 
pealing for “the machinery for a continuous full-employment policy based 
on the co-operation of industry, agriculture, and labor, and between 
Congress and Chief Executive, and between the people and their govern- 
ment.” Instead it seemed to him that he had encountered only obstruc- 
tion and selfishness at every turn. For example, those who stood to gain 
helped to prevent a smooth phasing out of wartime controls. He reported 
angrily in March 1947 as follows: “If certain interests were not so greedy 
for gold, there would be less pressure and lobbying to induce the Con- 
gress to allow the Price Control Act to expire, or to keep down minimum 
wages, or to permit further concentration of economic power.” 

Moreover, he found that selfishness and shortsightedness were not 
confined to the business world. In explaining the failure of the “Brannan 
Plan” for reform of agricultural policy to pass Congress he wrote: 


The American Farm Bureau Federation, which represented the special-interest 
farmers ... attacked the price-support programs on the same grounds that the 
private utilities companies fought every attempt of the government to make pub- 
lic power available to the people, and as the American Medical Association fought 
the health program which would benefit all the people.*° 


President Truman believed instinctively that individual American citi- 
zens as economic actors would do the public-spirited and patriotic thing. 
It was only when gathered together within interest groups that greed 
overcame them. In markets these monopolies restricted output to raise 
prices, and they held back stocks from sale, thereby bringing about the 
price increases they sought. In the political process they brought pressure 
to bear on legislators and public servants to make and implement policy 
in their own rather than the public interest. The policy of the second term 
was in essence to call again for cooperation among the individual units 
of the economy and to seek relationships in which their self-interested 
behavior would contribute collectively not to the creation of public prob- 
lems but to the common good. 

As the second term began, the strategy chosen to identify promising 
new supply-oriented policies was to engage industry in a “cooperative 
partnership.” The CEA took on a new role as coordinator of an interde- 
partmental effort involving participants from Commerce, Treasury, In- 
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terior, Agriculture, Labor, and other agencies that touched on the private 
economy. White House aide David Bell reported as follows after the first 
organizational meeting to discuss this “rather new departure” in the work 
of the CEA: “The Council’s intention to establish these talk groups and 
to take a more positive role in developing economic policy met with gen- 
eral approval from those present.”»! 

An indication of the CEA’s intent to try working with the private sec- 
tor rather than scolding it was the advice from John D. Clark to Clark 
Clifford to remove threats to increase the scope of public enterprise from 
the 1949 State of the Union Message. He noted, “If the free economy 
cannot be readjusted to bring about adequate production in basic indus- 
tries, we are indeed in a bad way.”*” 

In discussing draft legislation “‘to effectuate stabilization policies” during 
1949, the CEA advised that too much attention need not be paid to “cer- 
tain apprehensions expressed by the Department of Justice” over pro- 
posed “voluntary agreements” within industries to allocate scarce com- 
modities. On the contrary, these agreements were consistent with the 
declared policy “to rely to the greatest extent possible on the voluntary 
action of private business agencies and to develop cooperation between 
private business and government.” Moreover, “we believe that the vol- 
untary allocations program is an outstanding example of success in de- 
veloping such cooperation and, if continued, might furnish valuable ex- 
perience for other types of voluntary cooperation between business and 
government.””®? 

The CEA’s fourth annual report, titled Business and Government, set 
forth the new philosophy in detail. Cabell Phillips reviewed this docu- 
ment in an article in Collier’s magazine titled “Truman’s New Romance: 
The Businessman.” He marveled, “Methods are actually being devised to 
help businessmen live with the antitrust laws and federal trade practices; 
to cut new paths through the jungle of bureaucratic red tape; to open up 
the cornucopia of government purchases to thousands of new sup- 
pliers.”°* There was controversy in the press over whether this new ap- 
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proach was a retreat from the New Deal commitment to “planning.” 
Keyserling denied that it was.°° There were also suspicions that this new 
friendliness was the prelude to new controls. The president himself com- 
plained in a letter to Rexford Tugwell that although his objective was to 
preserve a free economy, those who stood to benefit the most were reluc- 
tant to recognize the fact: “‘Our business community is so touchy and so 
afraid that the Government will really function for the welfare of the 
people that they take every means possible to misrepresent what we are 
trying to do.’”** 

Understandably, the Commerce Department was given point duty in 
developing a new public-private relationship. Secretary of Commerce 
Charles Sawyer began the campaign with a series of speeches after the 
election in 1948. On 3 December, he told the National Association of 
Manufacturers about ‘“Teamwork for Prosperity.”’ He called for patrio- 
tism as the motivating principle in economic affairs: 


During the war we organized a national team that confounded our enemies and 
amazed the whole world—including ourselves—with its efficiency and power. 
Industry, labor, agriculture, and government worked together to support our 
armed forces and to keep our economy sound and strong. Our objective was 
clear, and the motivation for team play was powerful. We must find a substitute 
for that motivation in time of peace. Back in my college days I was deeply im- 
pressed by an essay written by a great American philosopher, William James. It 
was entitled, ‘The Moral Equivalent of War.” James said that we must find ways 
to make peace as thrilling as war. We should transfer the excitement and the all- 
out sacrifice and cooperation of war to the pursuits of peace. 


The translation of these lofty sentiments into the needs of the contem- 
porary economy, Sawyer explained, required selective “restraint” in price 
and wage setting and in consumption of goods in short supply.*” 

At President Truman’s request, Secretary Sawyer set out on an odyssey 
across the country from which he reported periodically about the basic 
soundness of the private sector and of its wish to move ahead rapidly 
with a minimum of government entanglements.°® As a strategy for deal- 
ing with the ever-present danger of monopoly, Sawyer called for “a pos- 
itive program for preventing violations by actively fostering and promot- 
ing competition in industry.” He urged “educational and promotional 
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activity” and less adversarial action through the Federal Trade Commis- 
sion and Department of Justice. All federal agencies should be required 
to work “as a team.”>? Sawyer reminded the president repeatedly that 
the welfare of the nation as well as that of the Democratic party de- 
pended on the health of the private sector.® A report prepared for the 
secretary in 1949 urged that in the future concentration in industry be 
judged not by form but by results. “Effective competition” should be the 
objective, meaning a market form that contributed to the growth of the 
system. 


One positive test of whether competition is to be deemed “effective competition” 
is whether the business performance in such competition tends to serve the public 
interest increasing values in goods and services for more people. . . . It is incon- 
sistent with the policy of this country in favor of a progressive dynamic economy 
to prescribe in detail a rigid pattern for business to follow. . .. The public policy 
of this country is taken to be one in favor of dynamic economic growth and 
development, creative innovations, improvements in values, and fluidity and change, 
as such. Where such conditions exist there should be a presumption of effective 
competition so long as other evidence is consistent therewith.°! 


Sawyer called the philosophy represented in this doctrine “‘new liber- 
alism.” ‘‘Above all,” he said, “‘the new liberal is open-minded. He is will- 
ing to consider new approaches to our problems. At all times he guards 
his mind against the danger of thinking in formulas.”’ Sawyer saw polit- 
ical as well as economic salvation in his new liberalism. “The best safe- 
guard against the growth of communism is the growth of our own econ- 
omy and the participation of all our people in the benefits of our increasing 
power to produce.” Ironically, in light of what was soon to transpire, 
Sawyer suggested that the success of the Kuomintang in China over their 
communist rivals was likely because of their adoption of a progrowth 
policy (picked up by Sun Yat-sen, he said, from a book written by a New 
York dentist!).° 

Thomas C. Blaisdell, Jr., assistant secretary of commerce, appears to 
have been the principal departmental interpreter of the new macroeco- 
nomic philosophy with its microeconomic dimension. An address he de- 
livered to the Chamber of Commerce of Chester, Pennsylvania, in June 
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1950 is illustrative. In parts it is remarkably anticipatory of later ideas 
both in economic theory and economic policy. He began by observing 
that after four years it was clear that government could not achieve full 
employment through fiscal policy alone; the public sector was simply too 
small a part of the total economy. Government was like a small boy 
floating down a fast-moving river, able to change the direction of his boat 
but unable to affect its forward progress very much. But business and 
government working together in “an essential partnership”’ should be 
able to change both direction and velocity and thereby accomplish the 
goals set forth in the Employment Act. The big question still was how 
this partnership could be achieved: 


We in our system of private capitalism have learned something about how to 
handle this great society. For one thing, we know that business and government 
cannot operate separately in two distinct worlds. We know also that we have not 
yet worked out a perfect means of understanding between business and govern- 
ment. Just as our knowledge concerning the relations of government and business 
has been limited, so has our knowledge of the kind of society in which we live 
been limited. 


Blaisdell outlined generally what he took to be appropriate public re- 
sponsibilities. First, government should attend to the “technological base 
of our whole system—a base which is laid down by our schools and 
colleges.” He drew attention to opportunities ahead in mechanical power, 
transportation, and communication. Second, a government must exam- 
ine the structure of the economy to minimize its inflationary potential. 
Blaisdell recognized the trade-off between unemployment and inflation 
that would be expressed years later in the “Phillips Curve,” and he sug- 
gested that the partnership of government and business could shift this 
relationship inward. He explained: 


There is a close relationship between the size of unemployment and inflation. It 
is a fact of which we must be aware at all times. No one is going to advocate the 
inhumane policy of allowing unemployment to rise in order to prevent inflation. 
This, however, does not mean that we should blind ourselves to the inflationary 
dangers of an economy in which employment stays continually at unusually high 
levels. ... We can have flexibility with high levels of employment but, when 
employment stays high we must be unusually vigilant to make sure we are taking 
all possible steps to avoid the danger of inflation. 


Finally, in terms reminiscent of today’s controversies among macro- 
economic theorists, Blaisdell worried that business expectations were a 
crucial variable to which government must attend with great care: 
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On its part, government must hold steady and make as few changes as possible 
so that business can know what to expect. If changes are to be made, they must 
be made with expedition and finality. Knowledge that something will be done is 
usually fully as important as what is done. Thus confidence is created which is so 
indispensable to maintaining business activity at high levels. 


It is significant that, as authority for the position he set forth, Blaisdell 
cited not Keynes, or Veblen, or any microeconomic theorist, but rather 
the classical political economist John Stuart Mill. “(He knew what we 
know now even better—that government and business are inseparable. 
They must work together toward the same end—the building of a great 
society.” 


Reversion to war 


It is not unreasonable to speculate that if the policy path set down in 
1949 and 1950 had been followed throughout the second term, the Tru- 
man administration might have solved, or at least laid the base for solu- 
tion of, macroeconomic problems that bedeviled later administrations 
and in some cases remain unanswered still. The sense of exploration and 
creativity was present not only in the White House, the CEA, and the 
Commerce Department but in other parts of government as well, such as 
the Interior and Agriculture Departments and some committees of Con- 
gress. Among the principal issues that were clearly identified for serious 
attention in these early years were, first, how to specify the appropriate 
public-private division of labor in providing for technical change and 
international competitiveness, and, second, how to develop a partnership 
between business and government that would not embody conflict of 
interest and would not reduce the competitiveness of markets. To this 
end, several parts of government, notably the CEA, Commerce, and In- 
terior, experimented during these years with different kinds of private 
sector advisory committees.® Finally, the search was on for institutional 
change within the economy that would shift inward what we now call 
©3Thomas C. Blaisdell, Jr., “Business and Government—an Essential Partnership,” before 
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visors,” 15 May 1950, CEA Operations of the Council File. Blough Files, HSTL; Gerhard 
Colm, “The Task of Economic Stabilization in Perspective,” 5 July 1950, CEA Benjamin 
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the Phillips Curve, through alteration in the pricing behavior of firms, 
trade unions, farmers, and government agencies, so that expansive fiscal 
policy could be allowed to raise the level of economic activity close to 
full employment without triggering inflation. 

The tragedy was, of course, that the path sketched out in 1949-50 
came to an abrupt end with the return to a war footing by the end of the 
latter year. There were two consequences: First, the mounting tensions 
of the cold war, which turned hot in Korea, simply soaked up most of 
the energy and initiative of the senior figures in government whose atten- 
tion was required for any serious reform of the economic system. In ad- 
dition, the crisis of mobilization, as it did in World War II, placed the 
federal government much in the debt, or even the thrall, of private sector 
leaders. Not only did senior industrialists like Charles Wilson of General 
Electric come to Washington with their impressive executive skills, but 
entire industrial sectors such as the petroleum industry agreed to deliver 
goods required in the conflict and in effect to operate those parts of gov- 
ernment (e.g., the Petroleum Administration for Defense) that would ac- 
complish the task. Just as World War II virtually terminated the reflective 
thinking and experimentation that had characterized the New Deal, so 
the Korean War brought to an end the brief but highly promising period 
of creative opportunity during the Truman years. 

As the United States geared up for war once again, using many of the 
practices and institutions that had worked so well in World War II, the 
role of the CEA necessarily receded. No longer could the advisers think 
of themselves as architects of structural reform at the ear of the president. 
Now they must take a back seat, preparing studies on issues of impor- 
tance to the mobilization but essentially out of the center of the action. 
Moreover, with the arrival of what one CEA staff member called a 
“decade of defense,” it was necessary to prepare a different work plan. 
Buoyant defense spending and the imposition of various controls soon 
removed the challenges of how to maintain full employment and price 
stability in a free economy that had motivated the 1949-50 period. At- 
tention turned instead to topics such as ‘“‘Resources Development in a 
Defense Decade” and the productive potential of various regions of the 
country.® 

The Commerce Department seemed much less disposed in the atmo- 
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sphere of war than it had been two years before to ponder a brave new 
and creative public-private partnership. Secretary Sawyer now pressed 
much harder, and seemingly with a different purpose, his demand for ‘“‘a 
new, modern definition of competition.”’ The former appeals for a “new 
liberalism” were replaced with an insistence that very practical questions 
be addressed and that, when in doubt, government should leave well 
enough alone. Before government considered any interference with a pri- 
vate firm, it should ask: “In what way is our business body not function- 
ing properly? Is it failing to maintain or raise our standard of living? Is it 
selling its products at fair prices? Is it giving employment at good wages? 
Is it considering the welfare of its employees? Is it earning money for its 
shareholders? Is it contributing its share of taxes for the support of the 
government? Is it doing its part in time of war?” Symbolically, whereas 
Thomas Blaisdell had turned in 1950 to the epitome of classical econo- 
mists, John Stuart Mill, for guidance on business policy, Sawyer com- 
plained in 1952: “Some people think and talk as if nothing had changed 
since the classical economists first talked about competition in its theo- 
retical ‘pure’ form. The old Adam Smith type of simple competition no 
longer exists, if it ever did.”’* 

By 1952 Charles E. Wilson, president of General Motors, could reveal 
in an address to the Commerce Department’s Business Advisory Council 
that alternative explanations were now available for the macroeconomic 
enigmas of two years before. He agreed that wage determination under 
trade unions was a potentially inflationary force, but he also ‘asserted 
(using charts) that both inflation and business fluctuations were mainly 
monetary phenomena. For their elimination the public need look no fur- 
ther than reform of monetary policy: “It is clear to me that government 
must now exercise some controls over what we now speak of as the total 
money supply.”°” Even at this early date, incipient monetarism was used 
to deny the need for other forms of economic change. 

The abandonment of any serious discussion of reform of the public- 
private relationship together with the introduction of wartime economic 
conditions raised again the familiar tensions of World War II. Small busi- 
nesses complained bitterly, and evidently with justification, that govern- 
© Charles Sawyer to the Business Advisory Council for the Department of Commerce, 18 
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ment procurement practices under mobilization increased industrial con- 
centration and threatened their very survival. A complex set of admin- 
istrative arrangements was put in place to meet the problem.® 

Within the two parts of government with special responsibility to pro- 
tect the free competitive economy, the Antitrust Division of the Depart- 
ment of Justice and the FTC, the war brought a sense of betrayal and of 
beleaguerment. H. Graham Morrison, assistant attorney general for an- 
titrust, wrote to the president in June of 1952 that the antitrust laws were 
“being subjected to attacks by groups whose objective is to shake the 
faith of the American people in our laws against illegal monopolies and 
restraints of trade.’’ He feared that if these groups succeeded, ‘“‘we shall 
lose the real source of our expanding enterprise system—the economic 
freedom of the individual.” He called for nothing less than a successor to 
the Temporary National Economic Committee appointed in 1938. Mor- 
rison was concerned both that government procurement tended to favor 
“big” firms and that “industry advisory committees” employed in some 
parts of government had become simply a cloak for price fixing.® Evi- 
dently in a mood of desperation by 1952, Morrison poured out his an- 
guish to the newspaper columnist Drew Pearson: 


I need help, but I think I am merely an instrument of calling for help for the 
American people. We may be sitting upon the end of the free competitive eco- 
nomic system that has been the mainspring of America’s might and preeminence 

‘in the world. The competitive system was never under more serious threat than 
it is during these days of defense buildup in which the short-term thinkers aban- 
don fundamental principles under the pressure of expediency. I am sure that no 
thinking American would tolerate the abandonment of our basic rules of political 
freedom during a time of defense activity and yet there seems to be a callousness 
about economic freedom. In brief, I must somehow find a way to arouse the 
American people to their plight.”° 


After first viewing mobilization as an opportunity for service and as 
an occasion in which the effectiveness of an equitable public-private co- 
operation could be demonstrated, the FTC grew increasingly uneasy about 
what it took to be a steady movement toward monopoly and concentra- 
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tion. By September 1951, Commissioner John Carson was casting around 
for new devices wherewith to “dramatize the issues very soon.” He found 
the “liberal forces” on the run and “‘the reactionary groups . . . winning 
the fight.” In the spirit of World War II, Carson proposed a major na- 
tional conference on the topic ‘“‘The Welfare of Bona Fide Free Enter- 
prise.”” He suggested also that five prominent academic economists be 
impaneled as a “Court of Public Opinion,” to report on the destruction 
of the free-market economy then in progress and to suggest what might 
be done.”! 

By 1952 the mood of one FTC commissioner at least can only be 
described as approaching hysteria. In 1950 the FTC had begun an inves- 
tigation of cartel behavior by the integrated petroleum companies over- 
seas. The study raised fundamental issues about pricing policies, market 
sharing, the conduct of foreign policy, and the capacity of big business 
to influence domestic policy making. The study was completed in 1951 
and released to the public by a Senate committee in 1952. The issues 
raised by the report were complex, involving national security, long-run 
energy policy, and Middle East strategy, in addition to industrial policy. 

FTC Commissioner Stephen J. Spingarn who, while a White House 
aide in 1950 had been closely involved in discussions of a new relation- 
ship between government and industry, was horrified by the tactics the 
oil companies used in pressing their case. He charged them with mis- 
representation, underhanded actions of various kinds, and even efforts 
to subvert the normal processes of democratic government. For Spingarn 
the issue became far more than one of monopolistic behavior. It was a 
fundamental question of fairness and of “‘ethics in government.” The 
final capitulation of the administration to unbridled monopolistic forces 
came for Spingarn when President Truman in January 1953, just before 
handing over the reins of office, ordered that criminal prosecutions be 
dropped against the companies. In a memorandum to the president, which 
he released to the press, Spingarn suggested that the communists might 
be right after all in their portrayal of the “subservience of democratic 
governments to financial and industrial interests.””* He saw the public- 
private relationship at a new low ebb. 
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Conclusion 


The Truman administration left the question of what should be the proper 
relationship between government and the private sector with little more 
of an. answer than when it first took the matter up. President Truman 
entered office at a time when suspicions ran high that business had prof- 
ited unfairly from war and was prepared to profit even more in peace. 
His first term seemed only to strengthen suspicions. As the president at- 
tempted to build a stable peacetime economy and to restrain the unex- 
pected forces of inflation, it seemed that all the decision makers in the 
private sector worked against him. Businesses, unions, farmers, others, 
all scrambled for a larger piece of the economic pie, with the result that 
the pie itself was imperiled. What use were macroeconomic tools, the 
government policy makers wondered, if microeconomic obstacles stood 
in the way of their success? 

In a sense domestic and international concerns came together at this 
time over the question of policy toward the private sector, with the inter- 
national clearly predominant. The unexpected depth of America’s in- 
volvement in all aspects of world affairs explains the almost complete 
disappearance of Alvin Hansen’s mature economy thesis during Tru- 
man’s first term. Here was a mature economy with needs to build up the 
war-ravaged nations of Europe, to assist development in the new coun- 
tries of a postcolonial era, to take the leadership in rearmament of the 
free world, and to be prepared to fight a cold (if not a hot) overseas war. 
In this case, where the size of “G” (government spending) in the famed 
Keynesian equation Y (national income) =C (consumption) +I (private 
investment) + G, seemed likely to become, if anything, insupportable, it 
was no longer sensible to worry about aggregate demand as a whole, and 
therefore the adequacy of private effective demand (C and I). 

To the contrary, the issue now became one of how to make certain 
that the U.S. economy would indeed run full tilt and meet its many obli- 
gations. One of the principal obstacles to achievement of this perfor- 
mance was perceived to be a restrictionist mentality carried over inappro- 
priately from the Great Depression in firms, unions, and the government 
itself in the form of market-sharing schemes such as those in agriculture. 
The second major obstacle to full employment and growth, discovered 
quickly by the Truman macroeconomists, was the distressing tendency 
of the economy to generate inflation when operating near full employ- 
ment. With monetary policy constrained by limitations placed on the 
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Federal Reserve, the economists looked for some other alternative to the 
disinflationary fiscal policy that they knew would destroy the full em- 
ployment and rapid growth that were their paramount goals in the first 
place. During 1949 and 1950 the economists turned tentatively to struc- 
tural reform of the economic system for a solution, to a guaranteed an- 
nual wage, to limits on collective bargaining, and to greater competition 
in markets for goods and services. There was also murmuring about the 
need for a more interventionist wage-price policy if full employment, 
growth, and price stability were ever to be achieved together in a free 
society. 

The two years 1949 and 1950 were a brief, golden, halcyon period 
when the problems of the previous four years could be examined calmly 
and creatively. The time ended only too soon. Under the pressure of war 
once again the public-private nexus returned to its early postwar char- 
acter of bitter confrontation in some places and unhealthy intimacy in 
others. Large and important questions about how the mixed economy 
could best adapt to technical change or constrain inflation by means other 
than recession were placed once more on the back burner. And there they 
remained to bubble and overflow repeatedly in the years to come—even 
unto this day. 
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Labor in the Truman era: 
origins of the “private welfare state” 


NELSON LICHTENSTEIN 


Stranded somewhere between the activism of the New Deal and the bu- 
reaucratic routine of the Eisenhower years, the labor politics of the Tru- 
man era has seemed a chaotic interregnum. In the minefield of postwar 
reconversion politics, the new president floundered, unable to prevent 
either a massive strike wave or a surge of inflation. And when Truman 
did act decisively, as in his veto of the Taft-Hartley Act in 1947 and his 
seizure of the steel mills during a 1952 strike, Le was repudiated either 
by the Congress or the Supreme Court. These failures were compounded 
by the defeat of most of his Fair Deal social program and of his effort to 
repeal Taft-Hartley. Finally, Truman’s personal relations with the pow- 
erful trade union leaders of the era were erratic: bitter in 1946, cordial 
during the presidential campaign, chilly again during the Korean War.' 
But such a seemingly dismal record belies the historical import of the 
Truman years, for it was under his administration that the experimenta- 
tion of the New Deal era ended and a remarkably stable settlement that 
would govern the relationship among capital, labor, and the state became 
part of the unwritten constitution of the postwar United States. The turn- 
ing point came between 1946 and 1948 when a still-powerful trade union 
movement found its efforts to bargain over the shape of the postwar 
1Standard works on the labor policy of the Truman administration include Arthur F. McClure, 
The Truman Administration and the Problem of Postwar Labor (Cranberry, N.J.: Fairlie 
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of Mandate (Lexington: University of Kentucky Press, 1966); Maeva Marcus, Truman 
and the Steel Seizure Case: The Limits of Presidential Power (New York: Columbia Uni- 
versity Press, 1977), 195-227; and several of the essays of Barton Bernstein, especially, 
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political economy decisively blocked by a powerful remobilization of 
business and conservative forces whose collective strength weighed heav- 
ily on the man who occupied the Oval Office. Labor’s ambitions were 
thereafter sharply curbed, and its economic program was reduced to a 
sort of militant interest-group politics. This forced retreat laid the basis 
for a crisis-free quarter-century of union-management relations, but it 
also narrowed the appeal of labor liberalism as a coherent social force 
and contributed to the atrophy of the once-hopeful effort to expand the 
welfare state and refashion industrial America along more genuinely 
democratic lines.” 


Union power 


The dramatic growth of the organized working class put the U.S. system 
of industrial relations at a crossroads in 1945. In the years since 1933 the 
number of unionized workers had increased more than fivefold to more 
than 14 million. About 30 percent of all American workers were orga- 
nized: This density was greater than at any time before or since in this 
country and for the first time equal to the density in northern Europe. 
Unions seemed on the verge of recruiting millions of new workers in the 
service trades, in white-collar occupations, across great stretches of the 
South and Southwest, and even among the lower ranks of management. 
Thus few disagreed when the noted Harvard economist Sumner Slichter 
declared U.S. trade unions “‘the most powerful economic organizations 
which the country has ever seen.”? 

It was not size alone that contributed to this assessment. The élan so 
noticeable in many sections of the labor movement rested on a degree of 
union consciousness, in some cases amounting to working-class loyalty, 
that would today seem quite extraordinary. The mid-1940s were no pe- 
riod of social quiescence, for the war itself had had a complex and dichot- 
omous impact on working Americans. It had provided them with a taste 
of postwar affluence and had attuned them to the daily influence of large, 
bureaucratic institutions like the military and the government mobiliza- 
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tion agencies. But full employment itself had also created the conditions 
for a remarkable burst of rank-and-file activity. Led by shop stewards 
and local union officers, hundreds of thousands of workers had taken 
part in a wildcat strike movement that had focused on a militant defense 
of union power in the work place itself. The massive, largely peaceful, 
wage strikes called by the big unions in 1945 and 1946 have obscured 
this more local sense of militancy and solidarity, but the now-forgotten 
series of postwar general strikes called by central labor councils in Oak- 
land, California; Lancaster, Pennsylvania; Stamford, Connecticut; and 
Akron, Ohio, are indicative of the extent to which working-class activity 
retained an occasionally explosive character even in the later half of the 
1940s.* 

Because the contemporary trade unions have often been equated with 
“special interest politics,” it is important to recognize that the trade union 
movement of the immediate postwar era in the United States, and espe- 
cially its industrial union wing, held a social agenda that was broad, 
ambitious, and not without prospects for success. The unions sought a 
greatly expanded welfare state, a political realignment of the major par- 
ties, and a powerful voice in both the management of their industry and 
the planning of the overall political economy. Even the traditional de- 
mand for higher wages held a larger social content, for it now meshed 
easily with the Keynesian view that demand must be sustained to avoid 
a new slump. To an extent greater than at any other time in U.S. politics, 
the union movement defined the left wing of what was possible in the 
political affairs of the day. Hence, this broad vision was shared by a 
species of political animal hardly extant today, the “labor liberal,” whose 
mid-1940s ranks included such well-known figures as Henry Wallace, 
Wayne Morse, Eleanor Roosevelt, and Ronald Reagan. “‘Labor’s role in 
our national progress is unique and paramount,” affirmed Supreme Court 
Justice William O. Douglas as late as 1948. “It is labor, organized and 
independent labor, that can supply much of the leadership, energy and 
motive power which we need today.’ 

The economic power wielded by U.S. trade unions was by its nature 
political power, for the New Deal had thoroughly politicized all relations 
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among the union movement, the business community, and the state. The 
New Deal differed from previous eras of state activism in this area not 
only because it created a relatively favorable political and legislative en- 
vironment for organized labor, but—perhaps even more important—be- 
cause the New Deal provided a set of semipermanent political structures 
in which key issues of concern to the trade union movement might be 
accommodated. Thus the National Recovery Administration of 1933 and 
1934 had done much to legitimize the idea of mass production unionism; 
the National Labor Relations Board had established the legal basis of 
union power and provided the arena in which jurisdictional disputes be- 
tween the unions might be resolved; and the National War Labor Board 
had provided a tripartite institution that both set national wage policy 
and contributed to the rapid wartime growth of the new trade unions. 
The policies of all of these institutions changed over time, and none was 
uniformly favorable to the interests of a mass union movement. But the 
successive appearance of these agencies seemed to signal the fact that in 
the future, as in the past, the fortunes of organized labor would be deter- 
mined as much by a process of politicized bargaining in Washington as 
by the give-and-take of contract collective bargaining in Pittsburgh, De- 
troit, and other industrial centers.° 


Labor’s vision 


As a result of the wartime mobilization, the United States seemed to ad- 
vance toward the kind of labor-backed corporatism that would later 
characterize social policy in northern Europe and Scandinavia. In these 
societies, full employment policies combined with a relatively high social 
wage to provide a supportive environment in which “peak”’ associations 
of industry and labor could reach broad accords that established industry 
or regional wage levels, eased union organization, and facilitated the in- 
formal resolution of shop level disputes over wages and working condi- 
tions.” In the United States the War Labor Board (WLB) and its wartime 
*For contrasting discussions of the way in which state functions accommodated and influ- 
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companion, the Office of Price Administration (OPA), had substituted 
for the market a highly politicized administrative regime that socialized 
much of the trade union movement’s prewar agenda, making night-shift 
supplements, sick leave, and paid mealtimes standard “entitlements” 
mandated for an increasingly large section of the working class. Al- 
though union officials often denounced both agencies for their accom- 
modation to politically resourceful business and producer groups, the 
maintenance of such institutions was nevertheless seen by most liberal 
and labor spokesmen as the kernel of a postwar “‘incomes’’ policy that 
would set profit and price guidelines and continue the progressive ratio- 
nalization of the labor market begun during the war. Thus the WLB’s 
equal pay for equal work guidelines attacked race and sex wage discrim- 
ination; and its “‘Little Steel” wage formula, although bitterly resisted by 
the more highly paid and well-organized sections of the working class, 
helped dramatically increase the relative wages of workers in agriculture, 
cotton textiles, and retail trade.® 

In the early postwar years most unionists, and especially those in the 
key Congress of Industrial Organizations (CIO) industrial unions, con- 
tinued to believe that the social welfare of their members would be ad- 
vanced not only by government-led wage bargaining but by significant 
structural changes in the distribution of political and economic power. 
As Neil Chamberlain put it in his widely read Union Challenge to Man- 
agement Control, “Union leaders no longer regard themselves as a force 
merely reacting to managerial decisions in certain areas of business op- 
eration, but as a force which itself can influence the whole range of in- 
dustrial economic activity.”? This perspective was most graphically man- 
ifest in the recurrent demand for tripartite industry governance, embodied 
in the industry council plan put forward by President Philip Murray at 
each meeting of the CIO. The industry council idea represented an ad- 
mixture of Catholic social reformism and New Deal-era faith in business- 
labor-government cooperation. With public representatives appointed by 
a friendly president, the drafters of the industry council plan contem- 


den, Britain and the United States,” in Peter B. Evans, Margaret Weir, and Theda Skocpol, 
eds., Bringing the State Back In (New York: W. W. Norton, 1984), 132-49. 

®Paul Sultan, Labor Economics (New York: Henry Holt and Company, 1957), 71; U.S. 
Department of Labor, Termination Report of the National War Labor Board (Washing- 
ton, D. C.: U.S. Government Printing Office, 1947), 150-55, 211-91, 338-402; Timothy 
Willard, “Labor and the National War Labor Board, 1942-1945: An Experiment in Cor- 
poratist Wage Stabilization” (Ph.D. diss., University of Toledo, 1984), 51-117. 

?Neil Chamberlain, The Union Challenge to Management Control (New York: Harper 
Brothers, 1948), 306. 


Labor in the Truman era 133 


plated a high-level fusion of economic and political bargaining. The plan 
was an American version of the sort of social democratic industrial plan- 
ning many northern European nations adopted in this era. In its postwar 
elaboration of this scheme the CIO sought a national production board 
to plan peacetime production and establish wage-price guidelines. Sounding 
not at all unlike Britain’s Labour government or the social democrats of 
Sweden, Philip Murray declared the CIO plan “‘a program for democratic 
economic planning and for participation by the people in the key deci- 
sions of the big corporations.”’ Thus such key issues on the union move- 
ment’s wartime agenda as the guaranteed annual wage, rationalization 
of the wage structure, and industry-wide bargaining would be won only 
if the unions secured a direct role in industry governance.!° 

If the CIO plan had something of an abstract air about it, the propos- 
als put forward by the young auto worker leader, Walter Reuther, had a 
good deal more political bite. Although still only a vice president of the 
United Automobile Workers (UAW), Reuther rose to national promi- 
nence in 1940 and 1941 by linking a bold UAW assault on the traditional 
prerogatives of the auto corporations with President Franklin Roosevelt’s 
ambitious call for the production of 50,000 military aircraft a year. 
Reuther’s famous ‘‘500 planes a day” plan would have solved the pro- 
duction bottleneck through a state-sponsored coordination of the entire 
auto-aircraft industry. Reuther proposed a tripartite aircraft production 
board that would have the power to reorganize production facilities without 
regard for corporate boundaries, markets, or personnel. It would have 
conscripted labor and work space where and when needed and secured 
for the UAW at least a veto over a wide range of managerial functions. 
Winning wide support among old New Dealers and social planning lib- 
erals, the Reuther plan was ultimately delayed and then defeated by an 
automobile industry both hostile to social experimentation and increas- 
ingly well represented within the government’s wartime production agen- 
cies." 

The Reuther plan nevertheless cast a long shadow, for it contained 
hallmarks of the strategic approach so characteristic of labor-liberalism 
in the 1940s: an assault on management’s traditional power made in the 
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name of social and economic efficiency, an appeal for public support in 
the larger liberal interest, and an effort to shift power relations within 
the structure of industry and politics, usually by means of a tripartite 
government entity empowered to plan for whole sections of the econ- 
omy. Thus did auto executive George Romney declare, “Walter Reuther 
is the most dangerous man in Detroit because no one is more skillful in 
bringing about the revolution without seeming to disturb the existing 
forms of society.” 


Labor and the search for a reconversion wage program 


The CIO hoped to take this tripartite, corporatist model and use it to 
bridge the uncertain political currents of the immediate postwar era. 
Reuther wanted a peace production board that would preside over the 
reconversion of defense plants to civilian production, while the CIO fore- 
cast the continuation of a strong labor board that would impose a 
government-backed accommodation with industry, along with a some- 
what more liberal wage-price formula. As CIO President Philip Murray 
told a 1944 labor meeting, “Only chaos and destruction of our industrial 
life will result if employers look to the war’s end as an opportunity for a 
union-breaking, wage-cutting, open-shop drive and if labor unions have 
to resort to widespread strikes to defend their very existence and the 
living standards of their members.” !3 
To forestall such a prospect, the CIO in March 1945 sponsored a 
“labor-management charter” with William Green of the American Fed- 
eration of Labor (AFL) and Eric Johnston, the corporate liberal president 
of the U.S. Chamber of Commerce. Consisting of a list of often irrecon- 
cilable platitudes hailing the virtues of unfettered free enterprise and the 
rights of labor, the charter nevertheless symbolized the CIO’s hope for 
cooperation with the liberal wing of U.S. capitalism in stabilizing post- 
war industrial relations along roughly the lines established during the 
war. “It’s Industrial Peace for the Postwar Period,’ headlined the CIO 
NEWS. In return for management support for the unamended Wagner 
Act and a high-wage, high-employment postwar strategy, the unions 
pledged to defend “‘a system of private competitive capitalism”’ including 
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“the inherent right and responsibility of management to direct the oper- 
ations of an enterprise.”’!* 

The charter represented the general CIO belief that the trade unions 
could secure an accord with progressive industrialists that might institu- 
tionalize some of the cooperative arrangements worked out on govern- 
ment boards and agencies during the war. The businessmen with whom 
the CIO hoped to work were collective bargaining progressives and mod- 
erate Keynesians who favored a countercyclical fiscal policy and a degree 
of structural reform as the minimum program necessary to stabilize post- 
war capitalism. Often influenced by the Committee for Economic Devel- 
opment and the Twentieth Century Fund, they also supported the 1946 
Full Employment Act in something like its original, liberal form. Among 
these progressive industrialists with whom the CIO sought an alliance 
were not only the Chamber of Commerce’s Eric Johnston, who called for 
a “‘people’s capitalism” in the postwar era, but also Paul Hoffman of the 
Studebaker Corporation, who took pride in his company’s harmonious 
relationship with organized labor. The most famous of these progressives 
was undoubtedly Henry J. Kaiser, the maverick West Coast industrialist 
who had built his empire on New Deal construction projects and war- 
time contracts. Hardly an opponent of government planning or public 
works spending, Kaiser’s good relations with the unions and pioneering 
health-care facilities at his shipyards and mills added to his reputation as 
a social liberal. In 1945 he won strong UAW cooperation in his well- 
publicized effort to convert the giant Willow Run bomber plant to civil- 
ian car production.’ 

Implementation of a new wage-price policy was one of the key ele- 
ments in such an accord with the liberal wing of the business community, 
sO State action was essential. The CIO wanted an immediate 20 or 30 
percent wage increase at the end of the war to make up for the elimina- 
tion of overtime pay, and many old New Dealers like Commerce Secre- 
tary Henry Wallace and Robert Nathan of the Office of War Mobiliza- 
tion and Reconversion considered such an increase essential to maintain 
living standards and avoid the long-feared postwar downturn.’¢ 

Such forecasts were music to CIO ears, but the political and social 
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base for such a liberal postwar prospect had already been eroded. Presi- 
dent Franklin Roosevelt’s death on the eve of reconversion did not fun- 
damentally alter the framework of domestic politics, but it did under- 
mine the self-confidence of those who identified with the labor movement 
and the New Deal. Although Truman’s moderation on labor issues had 
made him an acceptable vice-presidential candidate in 1944, the new 
president was not a New Dealer, but instead a border-state Democrat 
who represented that increasingly powerful wing of the Party that was 
willing to live with the political stalemate that now structured domestic 
politics. Truman certainly recognized that for him to govern, the unions 
had to be a core constituency of his administration, yet the President had 
none of the patrician equanimity with which FDR faced the leaders of 
this movement.!” Although Truman prided himself on his humble origins, 
he found emotionally jarring and somehow illegitimate the power and 
resources now commanded by trade union leaders. Thus Clark Clifford 
remembered a bitter 1946 showdown with the United Mine Workers’ 
(UMW) John L. Lewis as “the moment when Truman finally and irrev- 
ocably stepped out from the shadow of FDR to become President in his 
own right.”!8 
Truman’s inadequacies aside, the CIO profoundly misjudged the tenor 
of the postwar business community. The progressive industrialists with 
whom the industrial union federation hoped to achieve an accord were 
in fact a relatively uninfluential minority. Key business spokesmen were 
the practical conservatives who presided over the core manufacturing 
firms in the unionized steel, electrical, auto, rubber, and transport indus- 
tries. Led by men such as John A. Stephens of U.S. Steel, Ira Mosher of 
the National Association of Manufacturers, and Charles E. Wilson of 
General Motors (GM), these industrialists had emerged from the war 
with enormous sophistication and self-confidence. Unlike many of their 
counterparts in continental Europe or even in the British Isles who had 
been tarred with the brush of collaboration or appeasement, U.S. busi- 
ness leaders had found lasting commercial success and political advance- 
ment in their wartime experience. They felt little need for the kind of 
state-sponsored labor-management collaboration that helped legitimize 
a mixed capitalist economy in Germany, France, and Italy in the imme- 
diate postwar era. 
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These industrialists recognized the potential usefulness of the new in- 
dustrial unions as stabilizers of the labor force and moderators of indus- 
trial conflict, but they also sought the restoration of managerial prerog- 
atives that wartime conditions had eroded in the areas of product pricing, 
market allocation, and shop-floor work environment. Looking forward 
to a postwar boom, these industriali ts wanted to be free of government 
or union interference in determining the wage-price relationship in each 
industry.’? Thus the long-awaited Labor-Management Conference that 
President Truman convened in November 1945 was doomed to failure. 
Although management and labor could agree that collective bargaining 
would continue as a bedrock institution of U.S. democracy, no accord 
proved possible on either the prerogatives of management or the scope 
of legitimate union demands. On the crucial issue of a general wage pol- 
icy, the CIO got nowhere. Philip Murray offered industry a de facto pol- 
icy of labor peace in return for a pattern wage increase that Truman had 
endorsed in a speech on 30 October, but the opposition was so great that 
the issue never secured a place on the formal conference agenda.?° 

The CIO faced resistance not only from industry but from within the 
labor movement itself. American Federation of Labor unions had never 
been so committed as the CIO to the tripartite bargaining arrangements 
of the war era, and these unions demanded a return to free and unre- 
stricted collective bargaining, In part this attitude stemmed from the AFL’s 
tradition of Gompersarian voluntarism, but it also reflected the contrast- 
ing organizational base of the two labor federations. The CIO unions 
were overwhelmingly concentrated in the manufacturing sector of the 
economy, where they faced oligopolistically organized employers who 
were themselves capable of imposing a new wage pattern. Such was not 
the case with the AFL unions, for only about 35 percent of their members 
in 1945 were in manufacturing. The organizational and political weight 
of the AFL lay in construction, transportation, and service trades—de- 
centralized and now booming sectors of the economy less subject to the 
pattern-setting guidelines established by core firms like General Motors 
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and U.S. Steel. The AFL, with almost 7 million members in 1945, also 
was some 30 percent larger than the CIO. And it was growing more 
rapidly because the contours of the postwar economy, with its booming 
service and transport sectors, fit the flexible AFL model of mixed craft 
and industrial unionism more closely than the CIO brand of mass orga- 
nization. This meant that although CIO unions like the United Steel- 
workers (USW) and the UAW remained innovative and powerful insti- 
tutions, their political and organizational weight was often less impressive 
than it seemed.”! 

Although he was an industrial unionist, John L. Lewis spoke forth- 
rightly for the AFL viewpoint. The founder of the CIO, Lewis had, in the 
early 1930s, successfully advocated a greater role for the state in the 
labor-management arena. But the repeated clashes between the UMW 
and the Roosevelt administration during the war had soured the mine 
leader on the kind of tripartite planning arrangements the CIO still ad- 
vocated, and Lewis was now determined to exercise his union’s power 
unfettered by a new set of federal regulations. “What Murray and the 
CIO are asking for,” declared Lewis at the Labor-Management Confer- 
ence, “‘is a corporate state, wherein the activities of the people are regu- 
lated and constrained by a dictatorial government. We are opposed to 
the corporate state.’’?? 


The General Motors strike and American liberalism 


This stalemate led directly to the General Motors strike, actually begun 
while the conference remained in session, and then to the general strike 
wave that spread throughout basic industry in the winter of 1946. Like 
Walter Reuther’s other wartime “plans,” the GM strike program made a 
strong appeal to the “national” interest, this time not so much in terms 
of rationalized production and democratic control, but as part of the 
emerging Keynesian consensus that a substantial boost in mass purchas- 
ing power would be necessary to avoid a postwar depression. The UAW’s 
demand that industry pacesetter GM raise wages by some 30 percent 
without increasing the price of its product seemed adventuresome in a col- 
lective bargaining negotiation; even more so did Reuther’s demand that 
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GM “open the books’’ to demonstrate its ability to pay. GM quickly 
denounced these UAW demands as European-style socialism, but they 
were in fact little more than standard OPA price-setting procedures now 
translated into the language of collective bargaining.”? 

Although this program was formally directed against the giant auto- 
maker, it was in practice a union demand against the state as well, for its 
ultimate success depended on the willingness of an increasingly embat- 
tled Office of Price Administration to resist industry pressure and enforce 
price guidelines well into the postwar era. These demands won Reuther 
a wave of support, both within the UAW, where it prepared the way for 
his election as union president, and among influential liberals who iden- 
tified with the union effort. A group of economists and clergymen that 
the UAW organized into a “National Citizens Committee on the GM- 
UAW Dispute” lauded the union’s determination to lift “collective bar- 
gaining to a new high level by insisting that the advancement of labor’s 
interest shall not be made at the expense of the public.”’* 

Reuther’s UAW and most other big unions won an 1814-cent wage 
increase during the postwar round of strikes and negotiations that ended 
in the late winter of 1946. But the effort to turn this struggle into a 
downward redistribution of real income was decisively repulsed, first by 
the adamant opposition of industrial management, second by Truman 
administration vacillation, and finally by division and timidity within trade 
union ranks, especially after Philip Murray made it clear that the USW 
would not turn its mid-winter strike into a political conflict with the 
government over the maintenance of price controls. 

The GM strike represented the apogee of the UAW’s effort to make a 
radical transformation in its bargaining relationships with the large au- 
tomakers. Its defeat signaled the destruction of an effective price control 
program, and with it the end of CIO hopes that organized labor could 
play a direct role in shaping class relations for society as a whole. There- 
after, Reutherite social unionism gradually linked its fate more closely to 
that of the industry and moved away from a strategy that sought to use 
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union power to demand structural changes in the political economy. In- 
stead, the UAW worked toward negotiation of an increasingly privatized 
welfare program that succeeded in providing economic security for em- 
ployed auto workers but that left unchallenged essential power relation- 
ships in the industry. Just as postwar liberalism gradually reduced its 
commitment to national planning and eschewed issues of social and eco- 
nomic control, so too did the UAW abandon the quest for labor partici- 
pation in running the automobile industry. And just as liberalism increas- 
ingly came to define itself as largely concerned with the maintenance of 
economic growth and an expansion of the welfare state, so too did the 
UAW and the rest of the CIO come to define their mission in these terms 
as well.?> 


Taft-Hartley and American politics 


Although the immediate postwar strike wave had proved to be the largest 
since 1919, the pattern wage increases won by the UAW and other major 
unions soon evaporated under the galloping inflation that occurred when 
government price controls were loosened during the summer. In the fall, 
therefore, all the major unions had to return to the bargaining table to 
demand another round of wage increases. Unions that sought to improve 
on such postwar wage patterns, such as the Railway Brotherhoods and 
the UMW, now found that “‘free” collective bargaining of the sort ad- 
vocated by John L. Lewis brought them into bitter confrontation with 
the government. The frequent strikes and annual pay boosts of this era, 
which industry used to raise prices, were at least partially responsible for 
creating the conservative, antilabor political climate that culminated in 
the passage of the Taft-Hartley Act in 1947.76 
President Truman was both an architect and a victim of this rightward 
shift in public sentiment. Unable to muster the political resources neces- 
sary to deploy an effective wage-price policy, the administration turned 
to accommodate the conservative voices calling for administrative or leg- 
islative limitations on union power. At the same time, however, Truman 
recognized the necessity for maintaining at least a semblance of a politi- 
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cal alliance with organized labor—thus his inconsistency and vacillation. 
For example, during the same month when Truman threatened to draft 
railroad strikers—May 1946—he also vetoed the Case bill, which em- 
bodied much of the spirit, if not the precise content, of the administra- 
tion’s own proposal. Truman claimed that he had favored only tempo- 
rary, emergency antistrike legislation, whereas the Case bill would have 
enacted a permanent statute, but the distinction seemed of dubious polit- 
ical weight.?” 

Truman’s inability to project a constructive labor policy contributed 
to the alienation of much of the trade union leadership, to the demobili- 
zation of liberal-labor forces, and to the conservative antilabor break- 
through represented by the congressional elections of 1946. The subse- 
quent enactment of the Taft-Hartley Act—over the president’s veto— 
would prove a milestone, not only for the actual legal restrictions the 
new law imposed on the trade unions but as a climax to and symbol of 
the shifting relationship between the unions and the state during the late 
1940s. 

From the point of view of the trade unions, the Taft-Hartley Act had 
a dual character. In the first instance it was a law that sought to curb the 
practice of interunion solidarity, eliminate the remaining radical cadre 
that still held influence within trade union ranks, and contain the labor 
movement to roughly its existing geographical and demographic terrain. 
The anti-communist affidavits, the prohibition against secondary boy- 
cotts, the enactment of a section (14b) allowing states to prohibit the 
union shop, the ban on foreman unionism—all these sections of the law 
had been on the agenda of the National Association of Manufacturers 
and other conservative groups since 1938. Of course, Taft-Hartley was 
not the fascistlike “slave labor law” denounced by AFL and CIO alike. 
In later years unions like the Teamsters prospered quite well even in right- 
to-work states, while the bargaining relationship between their employ- 
ers and big industrial unions like the UAW and the USW was relatively 
unaffected by the new law. But if Taft-Hartley did not destroy the union 
movement, it did impose upon it a legal-administrative straitjacket that 
encouraged organizational parochialism and penalized any serious at- 
tempt to project a class-wide political-economic strategy.7® 
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This explains the union movement’s enormous hostility to Taft- 
Hartley. As Lee Pressman put it in 1947, ““When you think of it merely 
as a combination of individual provisions, you are losing entirely the full 
impact of the program, the sinister conspiracy that has been hatched.” 
Union leaders correctly recognized that Taft-Hartley represented the de- 
finitive end of the brief era when the state served as an arena in which 
the trade unions could bargain for the kind of tripartite accommodation 
with industry that had been so characteristic of the New Deal years. At 
the highest levels a trust had been broken, which is why Philip Murray 
declared the law “conceived in sin.”?? Lurking in the background, of 
course, was the fear endorsed even by Business Week that “‘Given a few 
million unemployed in America, given an administration in Washington 
which was not pro-union—and the Taft-Hartley Act conceivably could 
wreck the labor movement.” But even without a new depression or an 
outright assault on the unions, Taft-Hartley had altered the whole tex- 
ture of the political-social environment, and the failure of the congres- 
sional Democrats to repeal the law in 1949 proved the final blow for 
many unionists. As Arthur Goldberg, the CIO counsel who replaced Lee 
Pressman, sadly put it in late 1949, the law had “‘in its most fundamental 
aspect created great changes in our industrial mores with incalculable 
effects.”’>° 


The search for political realignment 


If the tide of public sentiment, congressional votes, and administration 
policy all seemed to be shifting against the unions, these organizations 
were not without the resources to mount a counterattack. There were 
two elements in this strategy: (1) Operation Dixie, the CIO campaign to 
organize the South, which was carefully planned and well funded, and 
(2) labor’s search for a political alternative to Truman, and quite possibly 
to the Democratic party, which represented more of an unfocused mood 
than a program of action. Both of these efforts might have had some real 
effect on the body politic, but in both cases failure became almost inevi- 
table when the communist issue and the cold war became the focus of 
domestic politics in postwar America. 

In the spring of 1946 the CIO sought to break the political power of 
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the Bourbon South, both at home and in Congress, by striking at its 
heart, the bastions of racial segregation and low-wage labor in the Deep 
South. During the war, both labor federations had made substantial in- 
roads in the South, organizing more than 800,000 new workers. Black 
workers proved particularly union-conscious, for they recognized that 
union seniority rights and grievance procedures promised them a kind of 
civic equality and political participation in a shop-floor society governed 
by the rules inherent in most union contracts. Hence unionization of such 
key industries as textiles, tobacco, and furniture therefore seemed pos- 
sible.?? 

The South always represented more than just another source of union 
recruits. It was the chief political obstacle to the creation of a realigned 
Democratic party and the stumbling block to progressive legislation in 
general. In 1944, the CIO’s new Political Action Committee had mobi- 
lized newly unionized war workers in Alabama and Texas shipyards to 
defeat such well-known labor baiters as Martin Dies and Joe Starnes. In 
Winston-Salem, wartime organization of the heavily black R. J. Reynolds 
Tobacco Company overnight transformed that city’s NAACP chapter into 
one of the largest and most vital in the Seaboard South, which in turn 
opened local politics to black participation for the first time since the 
Populist era. Beginning in 1946, Operation Dixie sought to replay these 
local breakthroughs on an even larger scale, in the process mobilizing an 
interracial electorate that could realign the shape of Southern politics.°* 
“When Georgia is organized,” predicted Van Bitter, CIO southern orga- 
nizing director, ‘“‘you will find our old friend Gene Talmadge trying to 
break into the doors of the CIO conventions and tell our people that he 
has always been misunderstood.’”? 

But Operation Dixie was a thorough failure. The CIO put up a million 
dollars, recruited some 200 organizers, and opened scores of offices 
throughout the South. Not to be outflanked, the AFL almost immediately 
opened its own rival campaign to bring authentic “American” unionism 
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to the region. Although some inroads were made in 1946 and 1947, the 
resistance from the political and industrial leadership of the white South 
proved overwhelming, and the CIO ended up with fewer southern mem- 
bers in 1952 than it had in 1944. In all, the proportion of union, nonfarm 
labor in the South declined from just above 20 percent in 1945 to some- 
what under 18 percent ten years later. Nor did the unions build a politi- 
cal base in the Deep South. White supremists made the CIO-PAC a whip- 
ping boy of the 1946 election season, and with the rise of the Dixiecrats 
and the defeat of such prounion racial moderates as Claude Pepper and 
Frank Graham, the southern congressional delegation was even more 
monolithically reactionary in 1950 than it had been five years before.** 
Operation Dixie’s failure was cause and consequence of the stalemate 
in domestic politics that characterized the early postwar years. To have 
organized the South in the late 1940s would have required a massive, 
socially disruptive interracial campaign reminiscent of the CIO at its most 
militant in the late 1930s, indeed a campaign not dissimilar from that 
which the modern civil rights movement would wage in the 1960s. More- 
over, it would have required the kind of federal backing, both legal and 
ideological, offered by the Wagner Act in the 1930s and the Supreme 
Court’s Brown v. Board of Education decision thirty years later. 
Although some of the political ingredients for a social revolution of 
this sort were available just after the war, such a campaign proved 
beyond labor’s strength in 1946 and 1947. The white South was econom- 
ically and politically stronger than it had been ten or twelve years before. 
Traditional elites in both agriculture and industry had been financially 
strengthened, first by the New Deal’s massive intervention in the farm 
economy of that region, then by the military industrialization of the early 
1940s. Moreover, direct federal pressure on the white South would re- 
main quite timid in the postwar years, not withstanding the celebrated 
bolt of the Dixiecrats at the 1948 Democratic convention. Reluctant to 
fragment the fragile Democratic coalition, Truman tried long and hard 
to accommodate both civil rights liberals and Southern white supremists. 
“The strategy,” presidential aide Philleo Nash later explained, “‘was to 
start with a bold measure and then temporize to pick up the right-wing 
forces.””>° 
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The government’s timidity was matched by that of organized labor 
and its liberal allies. Red-baiting had long been a staple of southern anti- 
unionism, but instead of confronting these attacks when they launched 
the campaign, CIO leaders sought to deflect and accommodate southern 
xenophobia by excluding communists and other radicals from partici- 
pation in Operation Dixie. The resources of the communist-led trade unions 
and of Popular Front institutions like the Southern Conference for 
Human Welfare and the Highlander Folk School were shunted aside, and 
under the pressure of segregation’s counteroffensive, union leaders often 
ignored the continuation of Jim Crow practices within their organiza- 
tions. °° 

CIO anticommunism was not alone responsible for the defeat of 
Operation Dixie: the decisive battles in the key textile mill towns were 
over by the end of 1946, before this issue became all-consuming. But the 
labor movement’s internal conflict may well have turned a tactical defeat 
into a disorganized rout. For example, two of the most dynamic unions 
in the postwar South, the Mine, Mill, and Smelter Workers and the Food 
and Tobacco Workers, were heavily black organizations hospitable to the 
communists. By 1947, locals of these unions were being systematically 
raided by anticommunist CIO unions. The crisis came to a head in Ala- 
bama when Murray’s own Steelworkers broke the Mine Mill local that 
represented militant black iron miners around Birmingham. Recruiting 
their cadre from elements close to the Ku Klux Klan, USW locals in 
northern Alabama blended anticommunism with overt racism to raid the 
Mine Mill union and destroy one of the black community’s most pro- 
gressive institutions. The legacy of this fratricidal conflict extended well 
into the 1960s when Birmingham became synonymous with brutal white 
resistance to the civil rights movement.°” 

The cold war’s chilling effect on domestic politics also sealed the fate 
of liberal-labor efforts to find an effective vehicle to stem the rightward 
drift in national politics. Although the formation of the CIO’s Political 
Action Committee in 1943 had put the most politicized wing of the union 
movement into a close working relationship with the Democratic party, 
the failure of the CIO’s reconversion strategy and the decline of Demo- 
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cratic party liberalism reopened the issue of labor’s attitude toward party 
politics. In the fluid period after the death of Roosevelt and before the 
1948 elections, unionists searched for some alternative strategy that might 
give them a more articulate and forceful political voice. 

Until the spring of 1948 labor liberals almost uniformly repudiated 
Truman as their presidential candidate and proposed as a replacement 
men as different as Dwight D. Eisenhower and William O. Douglas. The 
structure of the Democratic party also came under scrutiny. The CIO, 
the new Americans for Democratic Action, and the AFL favored its “re- 
alignment” either by liberalization of the South or, if that failed, the ex- 
pulsion of the Dixiecrats. Moreover, there was still enough interest in the 
formation of a third party to create at least a serious debate within some 
of the major unions—notably the UAW—and within sections of the lib- 
eral community. Mainstream union leaders had always held a dichoto- 
mous view of this subject. In the short run (that is, before the next elec- 
tion) unionists rejected the third-party idea on the ground that it would 
“divide progressive forces.”” But when unionists looked further down the 
line the labor party idea seemed more attractive. In 1946 sociologist C. 
Wright Mills found that 65 percent of the CIO’s national officers favored 
such a new political initiative in ten years’ time.*® 

Yet as the Democratic party declined in both its liberalism and its 
electability, the union determination to preserve the unity of “‘progtes- 
sive’ forces seemed increasingly tenuous. Thus in the spring of 1946, 
John Dewey, Norman Thomas, and Walter Reuther, all identified with 
the anti-communist wing of American liberalism, issued a call for a 
National Educational Committee for a New Party. A year later, the UAW’s 
secretary-treasurer, the socialist Emil Mazey, told local union presidents 
to take “concrete action in building an independent labor party of work- 
ers and farmers.”’ So unsure was Reuther of Truman’s election that he 
scheduled a unionwide political education meeting for January 21, 1949, 
the day after Thomas Dewey’s presidential inauguration.°*? 

Ironically, it was the actual formation of a third party—the Progres- 
sive party, which ran Henry Wallace for president—that decisively ended 
such political experimentation and wedded trade unionism even more 
closely to the Democratic party. For nearly a decade Wallace had enjoyed 
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remarkable support in liberal-labur circles; as late as 1947, both his 
domestic program and his foreign policy views coincided closely with 
those of the bulk of the labor movement. But his candidacy brought into 
sharp relief two issues that would prove crucial to the political reforma- 
tion of postwar labor-liberalism. The first was the Marshall Plan, and 
more generally the effort to integrate into a U.S.-dominated world order 
the shattered economies of the industrial west. Although initially greeted 
with some skepticism even by anticommunist union leaders like Walter 
Reuther, the Marshall Plan won strong endorsement from most liberals 
as their hopes for the construction of a purely domestic full-employment 
welfare state declined and as the Truman administration promoted the 
European Recovery Program as a key to international trade and North 
Atlantic prosperity. In addition, the government’s recruitment of scores 
of American unionists to help staff the new program appeared to assure 
significant labor participation in the reshaping of U.S. foreign policy in 
this crucial area.*° 

The second issue raised by the Wallace candidacy was the legitimacy 
of the communists in U.S. political life, and more broadly the possibility 
that Popular Front politics might have a continuing relevance in postwar 
America. Wallace, who now spoke for these forces, refused to accept the 
postwar settlement that was emerging abroad and at home. He wanted 
détente with the Soviet Union (accepting its control of East Europe) and 
saw the Marshall Plan as little more than an effort to drive Western 
Europe into the straitjacket constructed by a newly hegemonic American 
capitalism. At home he denounced Taft-Hartley, defended those unions 
that defied its sanctions, and tried to ally himself with the most advanced 
forms of civil rights militancy.*! 

By early 1948 the Wallace candidacy was therefore anathema, for it 
broke with what was becoming fundamental in the postwar United States: 
alignment with the government in the battalions of the new cold war and 
exclusion of the communists from the political arena. This was made 
explicit in a January 1948 CIO executive council resolution rejecting the 
Progressive party and endorsing the Marshall Plan. A powerful Wallace 
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movement threatened to taint the CIO with the badge of disloyalty. “The 
real issue,” asserted the ever-cautious Philip Murray, “is the jeopardy in 
which you place your Unions.” Although the trade unions might still 
differ on bargaining strategy and their approach to Taft-Hartley, any 
divergence from the CIO election strategy was tantamount to organiza- 
tional treason.*” 

A remarkably enthusiastic labor campaign on behalf of the president 
proved feasible in 1948 because of Truman’s veto of Taft-Hartley in June 
1947 and his carefully calibrated shift to the left in the year before the 
November elections. Inaugurating his campaign with a massive AFL-CIO 
rally in Detroit’s Cadillac Square, Truman shored up liberal support and 
won potential Wallace voters back to the Democratic fold with a populist 
“Give ’em Hell, Harry’ appeal that solidified union ties with the Demo- 
cratic party. The president’s unexpected success in November sealed the 
fate of the communist-influenced unions within the CIO. With the Wal- 
lace supporters routed and the Republicans at least temporarily subdued, 
the industrial union federation could clean house with the least possible 
institutional damage. CIO expulsion of unions considered communist, 
which dominated the next year, proved decisive, not so much because 
these dissident unionists represented a progressive alternative leadership 
but because the purge drastically narrowed the scope of political debate 
within the labor movement and those sections of the community who 
looked to labor for leadership.*? 


Privatization of the welfare state 


COLA. After 1947 the defensive political posture adopted by even the 
most liberal of the CIO unions enhanced the apparent appeal of a nar- 
rowly focused brand of private-sector collective bargaining. For example, 
the conservative victory in the 1946 congressional elections forced Walter 
Reuther to temper his call for government economic planning. In a radio 
debate of May 1946, well before the elections, Reuther told his audience 
that rhetoric about a “government controlled economy” was a big- 
business scare tactic. The real question, he said, is “How much govern- 
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ment control and for whose benefit.” But in the wake of the massive 
Republican victory of November 1946 Reuther made a rhetorical about- 
face, now urging “free labor” and “‘free management” to join in solving 
their problems or a “superstate will arise to do it for us.” 44 Or as Reuther 
put it in another context, “‘I’d rather bargain with General Motors than 
with the government. . . . General Motors has no army.’*> 

This retreat to a more privatized conception of what labor could 
accomplish meant that the UAW and other progressive unions were forced 
to make agreements with employers on less favorable economic terrain. 
By the spring of 1948, in the wake of Taft-Hartley, in the midst of a 
difficult third round of postwar wage negotiations, and in a bleak pre- 
election political season, Reuther and other top UAW leaders found 
themselves confronted with a contract settlement from General Motors 
that seemed remarkably attractive. GM had long sought the containment 
of UAW power, and to achieve this end it was willing to make substantial 
economic accommodation to the union and its newly unified leadership. 
At the same time the Chez coup in February, congressional debate over 
a peacetime draft, and the administration’s request for a supplemental 
$3.3 billion military procurement package convinced men like GM Pres- 
ident Charles Wilson that inflationary pressures ‘generated by cold-war 
military expenditures would be a permanent feature of the postwar scene. 
Since General Motors faced little effective competition, either foreign or 
domestic, it could easily ‘administer’? the higher prices in an orderly 
fashion.*¢ 

But inflationary pressures were destabilizing in the labor relations realm. 
The corporation had staved off the UAW’s effort to link company pricing 
policy to a negotiated wage package in 1946, but GM realized that dis- 
ruptive strikes and contentious annual wage negotiations, especially if 
couched as part of a broader offensive against corporate power, merely 
served to embitter shop-floor labor relations and hamper the company’s 
long-range planning. In 1948 GM therefore offered the UAW a contract 
that included two pillars of the postwar social order: (1) an automatic 
cost-of-living adjustment (COLA) keyed to the general price index, and 
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(2) a 2 percent “annual improvement factor” (AIF) wage increase de- 
signed to reflect, if only partially, the still larger annual rise in GM pro- 
ductivity.*” 

The agreement was a dramatic, even a radical, departure from past 
union practice. Reuther himself had rejected wage escalation until early 
1948, and a Twentieth Century Fund survey of union leaders taken later 
that same year revealed that more than 90 percent opposed COLA clauses 
in their contracts. With the general wage declines of 1921, 1930-32, and 
1938 still a living memory, most union leaders instinctively rejected the 
premise on which the GM-UAW contract was based: the emergence of a 
new era of inflationary prosperity and relative social peace. Labor leaders 
thought such schemes foreclosed the possibility of a large increase in the 
real standard of living, and they continued to fear that such a wage for- 
mula would become a downward escalator when the inevitable postwar 
depression finally arrived. As one industrial union leader put it, “If living 
costs move, our people must earn more. But it can’t go on. One reason 
we want to strengthen our position is that in case living costs drop we 
must be in a position to make a determined demand to retain our wages 
and working conditions.”*® 

When the 1949 recession turned out to be less than the depression 
many had expected, the gateway was open to the further elaboration of 
such an accommodation between the big unions and the major corpora- 
tions. Again, the UAW pioneered the way with a new agreement, a five- 
year “Treaty of Detroit” that provided an improved COLA and AIF and 
a $125-a-year pension. Fortune magazine hailed the 1950 UAW-GM 
contract as “the first that unmistakably accepts the existing distribution 
of income between wages and profits as ‘normal’ if not as ‘fair’. . . . It is 
the first major union contract that explicitly accepts objective economic 
facts—cost of living and productivity—as determining wages, thus throwing 
overboard all theories of wages as determined by political power and of 
profits as ‘surplus value.’ ” By the end of the 1950s the COLA principle 
had been incorporated in more than half of all major union contracts, 
and in the inflationary 1960s and 1970s it spread even wider—to Social 
Security, some welfare programs, and to wage determination in the gov- 
ernment and nonunion sector.*? 
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Health insurance and pensions. Just as the negotiation of COLA 
agreements came in the wake of the union movement’s forced retreat 
from the effort to reshape the Truman administration’s early economic 
policy, so too did the new interest in pension and health and welfare 
plans represent a parallel privatization of the labor movement’s commit- 
ment to an expanded welfare state. Once it became clear that the unions 
would be unable to advance their social agenda within the halls of Con- 
gress, trade unionists who had been in the forefront of the fight for 
national health insurance and a more liberal Social Security program now 
turned to collective bargaining to build the social safety net their mem- 
bers required. 

Although company-sponsored or union-negotiated benefit plans had 
not been entirely absent in U.S. industry, the dramatic growth of these 
welfare schemes began only after World War II. The issue had become a 
pressing one for two reasons: First, both the coverage and the benefit 
level of the Social Security system were extraordinarily meager. “Nothing 
more clearly distinguishes the post-war political climate of the USA from 
that of Great Britain than the almost unqualified refusal of its legislature 
to respond to proposals for social reform,” wrote the British political 
scientist Vivian Vale.°° The United States devoted about 4.4 percent of 
gross national product to Social Security in 1949, less than half the pro- 
portion of even the austere economies of war-torn Western Europe. In 
1948 nearly half of the country’s working population remained excluded 
from any federal retirement income, while the inflationary surge of that 
era had reduced purchasing power of old age beneficiaries to well below 
the payment levels of 1940.°! 

Second, the relative aging, and the greater social visibility of older 
workers in the ranks of the blue-collar work force, exacerbated the Social 
Security crisis. Union seniority procedures instituted over the previous 
decade had given workers something of a legal ownership to their jobs, 
thus lengthening the tenure most workers spent in the employ of a par- 
ticular company and reducing the characteristic mobility of workers in 
such heavily unionized industries as automobiles, packinghouses, and coal 
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mining. Retirement pay for these workers would be an obvious issue. 
Moreover, during World War II many older workers stayed on the job 
past the ages of sixty-five or seventy; the average age of workers at the 
Ford Motor Company stood at almost forty-seven in 1945, nearly a full 
decade above prewar estimates. In the coal mines, the average age had 
risen from thirty-two to forty-nine during the war, and more than 11,000 
men age 65 or over were still working in 1944.57 
Trade unionists overwhelmingly favored a public, federal system for 
financing social benefits like pensions. Both the CIO and the AFL worked 
for the passage of the Wagner-Murray-Dingell bill, a proposal that would 
have liberalized and federalized the U.S. social welfare system in a fash- 
ion not dissimilar to that envisaged by the British government’s path- 
breaking Beveridge Report of 1942. Central elements of the bill included 
a national health insurance system and an expansion of Social Security 
coverage.*? In the Twentieth Century Fund’s 1948 survey, labor officials 
representing more than 8 million workers opposed collectively bargained 
pension and welfare schemes; instead, they argued for an adequate fed- 
eral system of health insurance and old-age security. Workers mistrusted 
the complicated funding arrangements necessary for private plans, and 
they feared that in a major slump no pension guarantee could be immune 
from erosion. In one of the few rank-and-file “referenda” on the issue, a 
majority of the 107,000 workers at the Ford Motor Company rejected a 
union-negotiated pension plan in 1947 in favor of a contract with a larger 
straight wage increase.°* 
Pensions and other fringe benefits, like health insurance and vacation 
rights, had been put on the union bargaining agenda during World War 
II, when these schemes were given important tax advantages in 1942 and 
again in 1944 when the War Labor Board exempted the cost of fringe 
benefits from the government’s wage ceiling in a politically adroit maneu- 
ver designed to take the steam out of the more explosive union effort to 
break the government’s wage freeze.°> The UMW made the first impor- 
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tant postwar commitment in this area when John L. Lewis demanded an 
employer-funded health and welfare system in the spring of 1946. Several 
wartime years of conflict with the government had soured Lewis on the 
whole idea of the liberal administrative state. He mistrusted not only 
government efforts to regulate industrial relations but the federal bureau- 
cracy’s efficacy in the maintenance of labor and social welfare standards 
as well. He found, for example, that when federal administrators seized 
actual control of the coal mines in 1943 and 1946, little changed in terms 
of the safety or health of UMW workers. Lewis would feel confident only 
if the UMW itself played the decisive role in providing safety, health, and 
retirement benefits in the mines. His struggle over this issue entailed a 
series of strikes and legal confrontations with the administration, but the 
UMW’s ultimate success proved crucial in reducing labor’s support of a 
federal effort in this area. Thus in 1948, after Lewis had finally estab- 
lished the UMW health and welfare program, he told the embattled ad- 
vocates of Truman’s national health insurance scheme that the UMW 
would no longer support this initiative.°® 

This retreat to a more parochial outlook also took place, if more sub- 
tly, among the mainstream unions like the UAW and the Steelworkers. 
Immediately after the disastrous midterm elections of 1946, CIO leaders 
announced that they were not going to wait “for perhaps another ten 
years until the Social Security laws are amended adequately.” Instead, 
they would press for pensions and health benefits in their next collective 
bargaining round. Some unionists of a more explicitly social democratic 
outlook, like Walter Reuther and William Pollock of the Textile Work- 
ers, theorized that if employers were saddled with large pension and health 
insurance costs, they would join “‘shoulder to shoulder” with labor- 
liberal forces to demand higher federal payments to relieve them of this 
burden.*” But such assumptions proved naive. After the steel and auto 
unions established the heavy industry pension and health benefit pattern 
in 1949, most of the large unions carved out a similar private welfare 
state for their own members. Not surprisingly, these organizations no 
longer saw an increase in federal welfare expenditures as an urgent task. 
Moreover, managers recognized that company-specific benefits built 
employee loyalty, and at some level they understood that a social wage 
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of minimal proportions was advantageous to their class interest, even if 
their own firm had to bear additional costs as a consequence.*® 


The postwar legacy 


The consequences of this U.S. version of the welfare state have been far- 
reaching. Within two decades private pension plans covered more than 
30 million workers and approached $900 billion in value.°? Corrupt or 
negligent mismanagement of these plans has been a well-publicized fruit 
of this system, but of far greater consequence has been its social effects 
on the character of work, employment, and class. First, health and pen- 
sion benefits, along with the new seniority systems, have dramatically 
reduced employment mobility in the core firms of the economy. Because 
neither seniority nor pension benefits were adequately vested, they have 
tended to re-create a kind of feudal relationship between the worker and 
his firm. Second, the weakness of the postwar welfare state and the cre- 
ation of a privatized substitute for workers in organized industry did 
much to redivide the American working class into a unionized segment, 
which until recently enjoyed an almost West European level of social 
welfare protection, and a growing group—predominantly young, minor- 
ity, and female—who were left out in the cold. The absence of COLA 
protection for nonunion or weakly organized workers meant that during 
the inflationary surge of the years 1967—83, wage differentials expanded 
steadily between industrial, service, and white-collar workers. Moreover, 
the classic resentment felt by many blue-collar workers toward people on 
state-supported welfare has at least one of its roots in the system of dou- 
ble taxation the organized working class has borne in the postwar era. 
Unionized workers pay to support two welfare systems: their own, funded 
by a “tax” on their total pay periodically renegotiated in the union con- 
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tract, and that of the state and federal government, paid for by a tax 
system that grew increasingly regressive with the passing of time. 

Among its other consequences, this division has progressively weak- 
ened political support for the structures of the welfare state erected in the 
New Deal era. American unions remain supporters of Social Security, 
national health insurance, and minority-targeted welfare programs, but 
their ability to mobilize either their own members or a broader constitu- 
ency on these issues declined during most of the postwar era. A militant 
civil rights movement, not the unions, put these issues back on the 
national agenda for a time in the 1960s. Moreover, labor’s postwar ab- 
dication from any sustained struggle over either the structure of industry 
or the evolution of the work process has had its own debilitating conse- 
quences. As older industries decline, it has both sapped the loyalty of the 
union movement’s original blue-collar constituency and deprived the unions 
of any effective voice in the contemporary debate over the deployment 
and organization of the new technology or the reindustrialization of the 
economy. 
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Postwar American society: 
dissent and social reform 


WILLIAM H. CHAFE 


When Harry Truman became president, one of the first questions asked 
about him was whether he would carry on, with enthusiasm, the liberal 
agenda of social reform associated with Franklin Roosevelt’s New Deal. 
Although the process of idealizing the Roosevelt record already may have 
been reflected in the question, there were many Americans on the left side 
of the political spectrum who pointed to the Tennessee Valley Authority, 
the Works Progress Administration, the Farm Security Administration, 
and the National Youth Administration (among others) as evidence of a 
commitment by FDR to greater social and economic equality in America. 
The war had also raised hopes for such equality, especially among black 
Americans, women workers, and organized labor. Although FDR said he 
was replacing Dr. New Deal with Dr. Win-the-War during the actual 
fighting, he had campaigned for reelection in 1944 ona platform calling 
for a new economic bill of rights at home, a message that sounded to 
many like a rallying cry to carry forward the New Deal. What would 
happen to these hopes now that Roosevelt was dead and the Man from 
Missouri had assumed the reins of power? 

Truman, of course, understood the political problem of holding the 
allegiance of Roosevelt’s liberal followers. Within a few months of taking 
office he announced a legislative program fully consistent with Roose- 
veltian activism—national health insurance, full employment, higher 
minimum wages, and more. The new president also faced the difficult 
task of reviving a coalition in Congress that would be capable of enacting 
such a program—all this in the context of massive fears of a new depres- 
sion, domestic instability due to demobilization, and a series of foreign 
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policy crises that would eventually result in the cold war. For the most 
part, historians have given Truman high grades for his performance dur- 
ing these difficult months. Not only did he vigorously defend his Fair 
Deal and oversee a peaceful transition to an era of prosperity, but he also 
fought heroically against the forces of reaction and in 1948 preserved 
and maintained the New Deal tradition.’ 

This essay, however, argues for a more paradoxical, complex assess- 
ment of the Truman years. Without question, the Truman period was a 
time of unprecedented social change, much of it traceable directly or 
indirectly to Truman administration policies. Whether the issue be eco- 
nomic growth, alterations in the work force, shifts in gender roles, the 
transformation of popular culture, education, or the mass migration to 
suburbia, the years from 1945 to 1953 witnessed extraordinary devel- 
opments. Moreover, the positive nature of the changes that occurred in 
these areas—particularly the fact that millions of Americans for the first 
time had a chance to own their own home and their own car and to seek 
a college degree—made this an era of significant improvement in the lives 
of the average family. 

Yet it is also important to remember that during these same years 
many of the hopes for substantial progress toward social and economic 
equality were disappointed. The Truman rhetoric on such issues as civil 
rights, labor, and full employment was often not matched by perfor- 
mance. Many women who expected to retain decent jobs after the war 
saw their hopes dashed. Black veterans who came home seeking democ- 
racy in America to match that for which they had fought in the Pacific 
and in Europe found less support than they wished. And as others in this 
volume have shown, labor’s agenda of social reform was not achieved. 

Thus the Truman period presents a set of mixed results. Important 
social change and progress occurred for millions. But for two of the groups 
who in the past had been most victimized by discrimination, women and 
blacks, there was no comparable progress. Ironically, the two results may 
have been connected; the absorption of millions of Americans in new 
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material opportunities made the continued inequality of some seem less 
significant and less deserving of political attention, particularly in an era 
that all too often associated social protest with pro-communist sympa- 
thies. 


Postwar affluence 


With the end of World War Il, millions of Americans eagerly anticipated 
a return to peacetime patterns, traditional family relationships, and the 
pursuit of long-deferred advances in living standards. To a striking de- 
gree, their hopes were realized. Between 1945 and 1960, the gross na- 
tional product (GNP) jumped 250 percent, consumption of personal ser- 
vices increased three times, and new construction multiplied almost tenfold. 
By the mid-1950s nearly 60 percent of American families had achieved a 
“middle class” standard of living (defined as an income of $3,000 to 
$10,000 in constant dollars), in contrast to only 31 percent in 1929, the 
last year of prosperity before the Great Depression. Between 1946 and 
1957, short-term credit soared almost 600 percent and by the end of the 
1950s, 75 percent of Americans owned a car and washing machine, while 
87 percent had a television set. The country, economist Walt Rostow 
said, had entered the “high mass consumption” stage of economic devel- 
opment. 

To a large extent, the war itself served as a primary catalyst for such 
growth. For the first and only time in the twentieth century, there was a 
redistribution of income during the war years, with the share of the total 
national income held by the top 5 percent of the nation’s wage earners 
declining from 22 percent to 17 percent and the share of the bottom 40 
percent substantially increasing. Savings accounts increased by 300 per- 
cent in the same years; $140 billion was available at the end of the war 
for consumer spending, compared with just $50 billion at the end of 
1941.3 

Wartime spending also helped to generate the technological and man- 
agerial breakthroughs that increased productivity in the nation’s facto- 
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ries and facilitated the development of new products. Innovations in elec- 
tronics, aerospace, and chemicals created new jobs and products. 
Electronics spurted from forty-ninth to fifth place among the nation’s 
industries; the airplane industry boomed; and automakers took advan- 
tage of new plants and pent-up consumer demand to start the second 
stage of the automobile revolution. In the decade after the war, the num- 
ber of cars on the road increased by 100 percent.* 

Continued government involvement in the economy, as well as specific 
federal programs, helped to sustain postwar growth. The GI Bill, in par- 
ticular, provided crucial ingredients for long-term prosperity. Veterans 
returning from the war had available to them a variety of benefits. Those 
who wished to continue their schooling received tuition as well as subsis- 
tence pay. The Veterans Administration (VA) offered loans of up to $2,000 
for those who wanted to start businesses. And perhaps most important, 
the government helped veterans buy homes. A GI returning home was 
guaranteed access to $2,000, with the Federal Housing Administration 
(FHA) willing to underwrite mortgages of up to 80 or 90 percent of a 
home’s value. With the average home costing less than $20,000, millions 
of veterans had the opportunity to buy a house without even having to 
make the down payment from their own savings. Nothing proved more 
important to the booming housing market of the late 1940s and 1950s. 
Indeed, the construction industry, together with the automobile industry, 
served as a critical foundation for the entire postwar economy. Directly 
and indirectly, federal funds were fueling an unprecedented era of eco- 
nomic growth—providing financing for mortgages, stipends for educa- 
tion, and investment in scientific research destined to produce massive 
economic dividends. In 1929 federal expenditures had amounted to 1 
percent of the GNP. By 1955 that figure had increased to 17 percent. The 
results were remarkable.° 

Significantly, the new economy was one in which the distribution of 
jobs shifted rapidly from blue-collar to white-collar. Through productiv- 
ity breakthroughs, the assembly line actually required fewer workers to 
produce larger numbers of goods. The number of factory operatives fell 
4 percent between 1947 and 1957. The number of clerical workers, 
meanwhile, increased 23 percent. Most new jobs were in areas that served 
4See Leuchtenburg, A Troubled Feast; and John Rae, The American Automobile (Chicago: 
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consumers—salespeople in automobile showrooms, advertising execu- 
tives, telephone operators, government bureaucrats—thus reflecting the 
emergence of an economy geared to the production of human services 
rather than basic necessities. 

Simultaneously, a new managerial class emerged. Between 1947 and 
1957 the number of salaried middle-class workers increased by 61 per- 
cent. These may not have been executives in the sense of deciding the fate 
of a company. But they were specialized and salaried workers who 
increasingly became a feature of the huge corporate structures that de- 
veloped in postwar years, with personnel trained to take charge of a par- 
ticular niche within the large corporate structure. A marketing analyst 
made decisions on the sales potential of a new product, a specialist in 
“management science” coordinated personnel, and a research engineer 
oversaw the development of new inventions and design (“R&D,” or re- 
search and development). In huge companies such as General Motors 
there were more than 100,000 salaried workers by the mid-1950s, and 
some corporations took on the power and the character of nation states. 
What sociologists called the “organization man” (there were few, if any, 
organization women) had become an economic reality as well as a cul- 
tural stereotype.® 

Many of the members of this new “salariat,’’ as Daniel Bell called it, 
led the way in the greatest migration to occur in American history since 
the massive influx of European immigrants in the early twentieth cen- 
tury—the move to suburbia. During the late 1940s and 1950s more than 
a million people per year moved to the ‘“‘Levittowns” that sprouted up in 
ever-widening circles around every metropolitan area. As a result of the 
postwar housing crunch, 2 million couples were living with relatives in 
1948. It was here that the housing programs spawned by the VA and 
FHA made a critical difference. Families wanted new homes; building 
contractors wanted cheap land; county governments wanted an expand- 
ing tax base and new developers. Overnight a new community would 
come into existence—not perhaps the spacious manor houses surrounded 
by trees that inspired advertisers but nevertheless comfortable homes with 
new appliances and yards, places that represented, in the eyes of millions 
of people, a giant stride forward. 

The growth of suburbia, of course, was also associated with children 
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and family life. By 1950 nearly 60 percent of all women eighteen to twenty- 
four years old were married, compared with only 42 percent in 1940. 
Most of these new families participated in the baby boom, perhaps the 
single largest growth industry of postwar America. During the 1940s, 
America’s population grew by 19 million, more than twice the growth of 
the 1930s. But in the 1950s that figure faded into insignificance as the 
nation grew by almost 30 million people and approached a level of pop- 
ulation growth identical to that of India. Prior to World War II the fer- 
tility rate was 80 and the birthrate only 19 per 100,000 people. By 1957 
the fertility rate peaked at 123 and the birthrate was 25 per 100,000. The 
birthrate for third children doubled between 1940 and 1960, while that 
for fourth children tripled. Advertisers now portrayed the five- or six- 
person family as ideal, not the three- or four-person family. Moreover, 
this new family was supposedly the realization of America’s dream, with 
contented mothers delighting in chauffeuring their children from ballet 
classes to Scouts all day and hard-working, fulfilled fathers returning home 
at night to romp with the kids and settle down to a happy dinner with 
the family. As we shall see, the stereotype obscured conflicts, tensions, 
and contradictions that would later explode into public visibility, but for 
the time, at least, it seemed that the world of the postwar suburbs had 
brought a measure of satisfaction and joy never before available to such 
a large number of people.’ 

One of the principal vehicles for reinforcing this impression was the 
centerpiece of postwar consumer culture, the television. In 1947, 7,000 
TV sets were sold to American customers; three years later, the figure 
was 7 million. By the mid-1950s, two-thirds of all families had their own 
set. TV, columnist Max Lerner said, had become “the poor man’s luxury 
because it is his psychological necessity.”’ Junior high school students 
watched TV twenty-seven hours per week by 1950, advertisers used the 
new medium to multiply exponentially the sales of their products (Hazel 
Bishop went from $50,000 per year of revenue to $4.5 million in sales 
through TV advertising), and nightclub owners and movie houses mourned 
the loss of customers who stayed home Saturday night to watch Sid Cae- 
sar and Imogene Coca’s “Show of Shows” rather than leave the house 
for their entertainment.® 

For the most part, TV celebrated the values of the dominant culture. 
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“Tt Remember Mama” portrayed a story of immigrant assimilation, 
upward mobility, and ethnic nostalgia far removed from the eighty-four- 
hour work weeks of the Pittsburgh steel mills or the Lower East Side 
garment factory. “Father Knows Best,” in turn, told viewers that middle- 
class respectability was a noble goal and that traditional sex roles were 
the major route to happiness. When Margaret, the wife, worried on one 
show that she had “failed” because she had not pursued a career as a 
doctor as her high school girlfriend had, the woman doctor assured her 
that “‘no,”’ it was the doctor who had failed because she had given up the 
chance for marriage by seeking a career. Margaret, it turned out, had 
achieved the only success that really mattered to a woman. 

There were, of course, many critics of the values and institutions of 
suburbia, corporate America, and consumerism. To writers such as Wil- 
liam Whyte and Lionel Trilling, postwar culture represented a devastat- 
ing blow to individuality, diversity, and freedom. Even religion, Trilling 
said, had become “what the ideal modern house is called, a machine for 
living.” Others indicted the social life of the suburban development, where 
everyone knew everyone else’s business, people wore the same clothes, 
bought the same cars, ate the same food, and read the same books (if 
they read at all). It was all a “split-level trap,” one group of authors 
claimed.? 

But in fact, many Americans had found a way of life that did seem 
better than what they had experienced before. Although the critics were 
correct in denouncing conformism for its own sake, many suburbanites 
exhibited imagination and courage in their effort to create communities 
where none had existed before. Through voluntary associations, parent 
groups, church activities, and shared social life, people who moved to the 
new communities surrounding the nation’s cities had attempted to give 
substance to their quest for a better way of life. Moreover, for many 
Americans who had not known prosperity or optimism for more than a 
decade, the new emphasis on acquiring consumer goods and moving up 
the economic ladder had an excitement all its own. Perhaps the life of 
suburbia was as stifling and tyrannical as James Dean portrayed it in 
Rebel Without a Cause, but for many, suburban existence (and the post- 
war world out of which it grew) had attractions and excitement enough 
to enlist their energies and allegiance. 
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Still, ic would be a mistake to overlook the other visions and dreams that 
thrived in America at the end of World War II. During the war, women, 
blacks, and organized labor had experienced substantial gains. As the 
war drew to a close, many who had benefited from the fact that war jolts 
older social patterns hoped that they could continue to build on these 
advances. But it was not to be. From the perspective of many of these 
people, the Truman years were more ones of stalemate or regression than 
of progress, especially in light of the onset of anti-communist hysteria in 
1947. 

Women workers in particular had experienced dramatic change dur- 
ing the war. All through the 1930s, government officials, business lead- 
ers, and magazine editorial writers had insisted that women stay in the 
home and not threaten the position of male breadwinners by seeking 
jobs. School systems fired women teachers who married, and the federal 
government prohibited more than one member of a family from having 
a civil service job (a prohibition that functioned almost exclusively to 
hurt women). More than 80 percent of the respondents in a Gallup Poll 
declared that wives should not be employed if their husbands had jobs. 
As McCall’s magazine argued, only as a wife and mother could the Amer- 
ican woman “arrive at her true eminence.”!° 

With the onset of the war, all that changed. As more than 10 million 
men joined the armed services, the call went out for women, especially 
married women, to leave the home and take the jobs of soldiers going to 
war. Over 6 million women responded. Wages leaped upward, unioni- 
zation among women grew 400 percent, and the number of married women 
holding jobs doubled. Under the new propaganda, women were patriots 
only if they took jobs. As one government filmstrip said, “Men are needed 
at the battlefront. Women are needed at the homefront. Men are needed 
with minds clear and hands steady. Women are needed with attention to 
their work undivided.’’ Rosie the Riveter became a new national heroine, 
and as the female labor force increased by 57 percent, millions of women 
had the opportunity for the first time to make a decent living and at the 
same time receive approval of their employment by the culture around 
them. 
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Perhaps the greatest change was in the age and marital status of those 
going to the factory. Nearly three out of four women workers were mar- 
ried, and more than 60 percent were over age thirty-five. From the very 
beginning of industrialization, the average woman worker was young, 
single, and poor. Now working women were more frequently married, 
middle class, and middle aged. These were often women who had been 
discouraged from seeking employment in the past. Now they sought jobs, 
leading some observers to conclude that a social revolution was in the 
making. “In the long years ahead,” wrote one Christian Science Monitor 
editor, ‘“‘we will remember these short years of ordeal as a period when 
women rose to full stature.” Expressing a similar view, the labor leader 
Jennie Matyas said, “We are building up an entirely different social cli- 
mate. ... What we didn’t consider the nice thing to do after the last war 
will become the regular thing to do after this one.” And most women 
war workers agreed. Although, when the war began, most told pollsters 
that they would happily return to the home after the war was over, more 
than 80 percent told the Women’s Bureau in 1945 that they wanted to 
hold onto their jobs and continue to play an active, socially approved 
role outside the home. Rosie the Riveter and thousands of her sisters 
hoped that the end of the war would not bring an end to progress but 
would become the occasion for expanding and solidifying the new 
opportunities that they had experienced from 1941 to 1945.1! 

Many black Americans as well experienced great change. Black em- 
ployment increased dramatically in response to the same manpower pres- 
sures that resulted in women’s soaring labor-force participation. Overall, 
the number of blacks employed in manufacturing grew from 500,000 to 
1.2 million; blacks who were skilled craftsmen and foremen doubled in 
number, and black membership in labor unions grew 100 percent. Black 
Americans also joined the armed forces in percentages far higher than 
their proportion in the population. Although they encountered the same 
racism that existed prior to the war, including total segregation of blood 
supplies and fighting units, the military experience produced sufficient 
contact with more liberal racial situations, including the more tolerant 
environment of Europe, that hopes were raised for a better life after the 
war. Migration out of the South also brought a new sense of liberation. 
'lFor various points of view on women’s experience in World War Il, see Leila Rupp, 
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Even if northern ghettos offered little in the way of decent housing or 
treatment, there was at least the chance to vote, to express dissenting 
opinion, and to have a sense of greater possibilities in the future.!* 

Black protest increased significantly during the war. The new mili- 
tancy found early expression in A. Philip Randolph’s March on Wash- 
ington Movement in 1941 that led directly to FDR’s executive order 
creating a Fair Employment Practices Committee (FEPC) to fight discrim- 
ination in defense industry hiring. The militancy continued as word spread 
during the war of both new opportunities and continued discrimination. 
National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) 
membership soared 900 percent, to more than 500,000 people; black 
newspapers sounded the cry for a “Double V” campaign—victory at home 
as well as abroad. With renewed vigor, civil rights groups challenged 
segregation. ““We die together,” read signs at one demonstration in 
Washington, “‘let’s eat together.” Southern blacks meeting in Durham, 
North Carolina, even demanded an end to segregation, a statement that 
would have been unheard of ten years earlier. 

Not all wartime developments were positive, of course. The FEPC had 
a budget of only $80,000 and for the most part used exhortation rather 
than force to secure fair treatment of blacks in hiring. Brutality in the 
armed forces also was frequent, with blacks often terrorized in boot camp. 
But the juxtaposition of some progress with continued discrimination 
helped to fuel the demands of black Americans for greater progress. “World 
War II has immeasurably magnified the Negro’s awareness of the dispar- 
ity between the American profession and practice of democracy,” the 
NAACP’s Walter White declared, and black Americans seemed intent on 
acting on that gap, closing it, and moving to create at home the democ- 
racy they had fought for abroad.'3 

In the case of both blacks and women, however, the immediate post- 
war years brought frustration and disappointment. When black veterans 
returned home, they often headed for the county courthouse to register 
to vote. Medgar Evers went to cast his ballot in Mississippi even though 
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he was warned that he would be shot if he did so. In Terrell County, 
Georgia, black soldiers did the same, and places like Winston-Salem, North 
Carolina, and Atlanta even saw attempts to build substantial black polit- 
ical machines that could defend the rights of black people without having 
to succumb to manipulation of the polls by whites. But despite some 
success, white intransigence was the most common response to these 
efforts. Armed whites drove Medgar Evers and others from the polls in 
Mississippi. In Georgia, the only black to seek to vote in one district was 
murdered in his front yard. A race riot greeted blacks in Columbia, Ten- 
nessee, who challenged traditional racial patterns, and, after seventy blacks 
were arrested, a mob broke into the jail and murdered two of the pris- 
oners. 

Where violence was not employed, other equally effective means of 
social control could be exercised. More than 90 percent of blacks 
depended on whites for their employment, the head of the White Citizens 
Council of Mississippi pointed out. Hence all a white person needed to 
do to keep blacks in line was to send them “for a vacation.” Credit lines 
were canceled, sharecroppers were evicted from the land, and food and 
seed were withheld. Surrounding all this was the pervasive attitude of 
white racism. As the former president of the Alabama Bar Association 
declared, “No Negro is good enough and no Negro will ever be good 
enough to participate in making the law under which white people in 
Alabama have to live.””!* 

Clearly, the hopes of black Americans for change in such attitudes 
depended in large part on receiving encouragement and protection from 
government officials higher up than their state representatives—in short, 
from the federal government. Harry Truman had a decent record in civil 
rights. He had supported the FEPC, voted to abolish the poll tax, 
endorsed antilynching legislation, and paid attention to his black constit- 
uents in Missouri. Now, as president, he intervened boldly with Congress 
on behalf of legislation to create a permanent FEPC, writing a key 
congressional leader that abandonment of the FEPC was “unthinkable.” 

But Truman was also adept at backtracking. Despite his avowed sup- 
port as a senator for antilynching legislation, he allegedly told one south- 
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ern colleague, “My sympathies are with you.” After urging enactment of 
a permanent FEPC, Truman, as president, did little else, even refusing to 
permit the FEPC to order Washington’s transit system to hire black 
operators. In protest, black lawyer Charles Houston resigned from the 
FEPC, denouncing the government’s failure ‘“‘to enforce democratic prac- 
tices and protect minorities in its own capital.” 

The same ambivalence appeared in Truman’s response to the brutal 
repression of black efforts to register to vote after the war. During the 
spring and summer of 1946, black protest groups and their white allies 
demanded a response from Truman. More than fifteen thousand people 
marched to the Lincoln Memorial, and a national emergency committee 
pleaded with the president to intervene. In reply, Truman created a Com- 
mittee on Civil Rights to investigate the entire situation facing blacks in 
America. The committee’s report, To Secure These Rights, boldly called 
for a series of actions to end discrimination and racism, including enact- 
ment of antilynching legislation, creation of a permanent FEPC, integra- 
tion of the armed forces, and passage of laws to protect the rights of 
qualified voters. Truman endorsed the report and told an NAACP rally, 
“Every man should have the right to a decent home, . . . the right to a 
worthwhile job, the right to an equal share in making public decisions 
through the ballot.” 

Yet rhetoric did not quickly translate into action. Truman retreated 
from his strong embrace of civil rights, hoping to retain the support of 
white southern Democrats for his foreign policies, and failed to introduce 
any legislation to implement the recommendations of his civil rights com- 
mittee. Nor did he issue executive orders to end segregation in the mili- 
tary or in federal employment until he had to do so in the midst of the 
1948 presidential campaign in order to appeal to black voters in the North. 
In the South, meanwhile, the Justice Department did little to investigate 
or prosecute violations of civil rights. In the end, the Truman administra- 
tion may have encouraged civil rights protests on a national level by giv- 
ing renewed attention to the issues raised by civil rights groups; but in 
substance the situation facing those who challenged white supremacy in 
the South had not changed. A Truman aide perhaps summarized the 
record best when he said, ““The strategy was to start with a bold measure 
and then temporize to pick up the right-wing forces. Simply stated, back- 
track after the bang.’’! 
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In the case of women, the situation was more complicated. There was 
far less political organization among women workers, there were fewer 
vehicles for protest, and there was an absence of a sense of gender soli- 
darity for collective advancement of women as women. Nevertheless, four 
out of five women war workers did express a desire to continue on the 
job, and there was some support, even in official quarters, for the desire 
to continue and build on wartime gains. The War Department, for 
example, issued a pamphlet calling on returning veterans to share house- 
hold responsibilities and to support such innovations of the domestic war 
experience as child care centers and community laundries. The Women’s 
Advisory Committee to the War Manpower Commission, in the mean- 
time, urged similar measures. “No society can boast of democratic 
ideals,” the committee said, “if it utilizes woman power in a crisis and 
neglects it in peace.” 

On balance, however, the dominant theme of postwar discussion was 
the necessity for women to return to the home. Ironically, even the pro- 
paganda that during wartime had exhorted women to enter the job mar- 
ket contained a subtheme that, once the war was over, women should 
leave their jobs and go back to the home. “When will mother return 
home?” one ad said. “Just as soon as Daddy comes back safe and sound 
from fighting the war,” was the reply. In such a situation, a return to 
domesticity seemed the only logical—and natural—way for women to 
fulfill their biological roles. Those who wished to pursue careers and 
compete with men in peacetime, one prominent psychiatrist said, were 
“stimulated by neurotic competition.” !® 

Demobilization created a set of circumstances where such propaganda 
could take hold. As war plants converted to peacetime production, women 
who were the last ones hired were also the first ones laid off. Almost a 
million workers were sent home from aircraft industry jobs after V-J 
Day, most of them women. In the automobile industry, women’s propor- 
tion of the labor force fell from 25 percent in autumn 1944 to under 8 
percent by the spring of 1946. Some companies also reinstated provisions 
that restricted the hiring of married or older women. Federal support for 
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child care facilities was withdrawn, and in the absence of strong unions 
committed to women’s rights, there was little organized resistance to the 
changeover. 

Significantly, no active feminist movement existed to offer a counter- 
point to official and unofficial supporters of women’s return to tradi- 
tional roles. The National Women’s Party, the primary organization 
advocating the Equal Rights Amendment, was viewed by the Women’s 
Bureau of the Department of Labor as “a small, ... militant group of 
leisure class women venting their resentment at not having been born 
men.” If an alternative ideology with broad-based support was needed 
to mount a challenge to traditional definitions of women’s proper roles, 
the popular view of feminists as a “lunatic fringe” was clearly not help- 
ful. Nor did the pace and atmosphere of demobilization provide any as- 
sistance. There were few who did not genuinely welcome men back to 
their old jobs, and there was little opportunity for women who wished 
to share these jobs to meet together and find a common agenda of ac- 
tion?” 

In the meantime, what Betty Friedan would later dub the “‘feminine 
mystique” was sweeping the nation. According to a popular best-seller, 
Modern Woman: The Lost Sex, the independent woman was a “contra- 
diction in terms.” Mass-circulation magazines repeated the message that 
women would secure fulfillment only by devoting themselves to home- 
making, reclaiming the lost arts of canning, preserving, and interior dec- 
orating, and making household work into a creative adventure. The psy- 
chiatrist Helen Deutsch noted that only “masculinized” women sought 
careers. The path of “normal femininity” was for a woman to accept her 
distinctive sexuality, repress her masculine strivings, and relate to the 
outside world through her husband and children. 

Yet there was something profoundly suspicious about such rhetoric. 
The celebration of traditional norms seemed almost frantic, as though 
under the surface something very threatening to traditional values was 
occurring. Indeed, all during the late 1940s and early 1950s the same 
magazines that exhorted women to rediscover happiness in the home 
were also asking, ‘““What’s the trouble with women?” In an article bear- 
ing that title, Margaret Mead declared, “Choose any set of criteria you 
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like, and the answer is the same: women—and men—are confused, un- 
certain, and discontented with the present definition of women’s place in 
America.” When a 1946 Fortune poll asked American women whether 
they would prefer to be born again as women or men, a startling 25 
percent of women declared that they would rather be born men (only 3.3 
percent of men, by contrast, said they would prefer to be born women).'® 

In retrospect, then, the “feminine mystique” appears to represent just 
one side of a tug-of-war occurring between traditional and modern roles. 
Life magazine, commenting on the tension, observed that in the past women 
had had to make only one major decision—choosing a husband. Now, 
the magazine observed, they had to decide how they would participate in 
the world beyond the home as well. Yet there were few guideposts to 
assist them in this process, especially in a world in which autonomy for 
women was viewed as deviant and books urged women to study the “‘the- 
ory and preparation of a Basque paella” rather than post-Kantian philos- 
ophy. 

Further compounding the confusion was the fact that women’s labor 
force participation continued to grow, flying in the face of the stereotypes 
of the “feminine mystique.”” By 1960 twice as many women were 
employed as in 1940, and nearly 40 percent of all women over age six- 
teen held a job. Female employment increased at a rate four times faster 
than the rate for men throughout the 1950s. Perhaps most important, the 
women taking jobs were married and increasingly middle class. By the 
end of the 1950s, 39 percent of mothers with children ages six to seven- 
teen held jobs. In 1960, 30 percent of married women were employed, 
in contrast to only 15 percent in 1940. Although concentrated in low- 
paying, sex-segregated jobs, many of these women could no longer ade- 
quately be described as from low-income families. In households where 
the husband earned from $7,000 to $10,000 per year (comparable to 
$25,000 to $30,000 today), the rate of women’s participation in the job 
market rose from 7 percent in 1950 to 25 percent in 1960. By the early 
1950s more than half of all women with college degrees were employed, 
while only 36 percent of those with just a high school diploma held a 
job. Thus not only was the increase in women’s employment continuing; 
it was also being led by many of the same middle-class wives who alleg- 
edly had found new contentment in domesticity.!? 
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Two points stand out from this seemingly paradoxical process. First, 
the women who were taking jobs in no way participated in any improve- 
ment of women’s economic status. Most were holding “jobs,” not pur- 
suing “careers.”’ Their opportunities were limited to segregated positions 
such as sales or clerical jobs defined as “women’s work.” In 1950, for 
example, women made up 64 percent of the workers in the insurance 
industry, but fewer than 20 percent of those held decent paying positions. 
Moreover, they said they were working for reasons of “economic neces- 
sity.” Because their work was defined as “helping the family”—not 
“competing with men’”—it became more acceptable. 

Second, and just as important, the jobs these women took provided 
an indispensable ingredient to the drive of millions of families to acquire 
middle-class status. Although it was rarely noted at the time, the concen- 
tration of new women workers in families where the husband already 
earned an income close to the national median provided the crucial mar- 
gin that made it possible for families to move to a new house, take a 
vacation out of state, or send a child to the college of their choice. In 
effect these women were charting the only path available to them for 
resolving the contradiction between traditional and ‘‘modern”’ defini- 
tions of women’s proper roles. The result was major social change—a big 
boost toward the consumerism that attracted so many in the postwar 
years—but that change could not be defined as substantive progress toward 
sex equality. 


Conclusion 


Any overall assessment of social change in the Truman period therefore 
must acknowledge the ambiguity and paradox of these years. Certainly 
for millions of Americans, perhaps a large majority, this was a time of 
enlarged opportunities and new discoveries. Anyone who was a child at 
the time can recall vividly the excitement of seeing one’s first television 
show, laughing at Milton Berle getting hit by a powderpuff or a cream 
pie, going to a drive-in movie in the family’s new car—the first one it had 
ever owned. They were years of exhilaration for many: The chance to go 
to college and the acquisition of a home on a plot of ground with trees 
and a garden were benefits that the government, directly or indirectly, 
helped to make possible. 

But for a person who was black and disenfranchised or for women 
who had discovered a new sense of pride and identity as welders during 
the war, these were years of disappointment. To be sure, there were 
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changes. It was important to have a president endorse civil rights and 
speak to the NAACP. It was also important that millions of women who 
had not worked before were now taking jobs, even if the jobs were a far 
cry from those they had been exhorted to take during the war. But the 
president’s civil rights rhetoric meant little to Isaac Nixon of Georgia 
who was murdered in the fall of 1948 because he insisted on the right to 
vote. And the fact that women were employed in record numbers by the 
1950s had to be balanced against the fact that the jobs they now held 
paid far less than their wartime positions and offered far fewer psycho- 
logical and material rewards. As one former welder said, “Is it so much 
to ask that I should have had the chance to make an ornamental iron 
gate?” 

Part of the reason that these aspirations were not realized had to do 
with the absorption of most people in all the good things that were 
occurring. When exciting new developments were happening every- 
where, it was difficult to focus on the frustrations of those who were left 
out, especially when, as in the case of women, there were no major pro- 
test organizations to call attention to their grievances. (Ironically, the 
movement of many families into the middle class was contingent upon 
women’s working in jobs that reflected the persistence of inequality.) 

A second reason was the growth of political hysteria about commu- 
nism that resulted in many social activists being dismissed or persecuted 
as “fellow travelers” or communist sympathizers. As the Soviet Union 
and the United States entered a stridently adversarial relationship in 1947, 
the rhetoric of policy makers became moralistic, with communism (and 
any ideas associated with it) pilloried as subversive, atheistic, and evil. 
Concern grew that communists were infiltrating American society and 
that there must be a connection between people who criticized America 
from within and those who attacked the country from abroad. 

As the phenomenon later called “McCarthyism” increased in fervor, 
red-baiting became a vehicle for casting suspicion on activists who 
insisted that the United States was falling short of its ideals of equality 
and freedom. Supporters of feminism were sometimes identified as com- 
munists; when women in New York fought for retention of day-care 
centers, a major New York newspaper charged that the entire program 
of child care was conceived by communists operating out of social work 
cells. In Georgia, Governor Eugene Talmadge attributed civil rights pro- 
tests to “communist doctrines from outside the state,” and in Washing- 
ton, FBI agents questioned bootblacks at the Pentagon who had donated 
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money to the defense of the Scottsboro Boys (blacks who had been erro- 
neously accused of rape and who were defended by communist attor- 
neys). As one intelligence officer said, “‘A liberal is only a hop, skip, and 
a jump from a communist. A communist starts as a liberal.” Such senti- 
ments had a devastating impact on the reception given social activists. 

Whether or not a majority of the population, especially those who 
benefited so much from the positive social changes that occurred in the 
1940s and 1950s, would have favored significant social reform under any 
circumstances we will never know. The fact remains that in light of a 
cold war siege that discredited movements for social reform, it was diffi- 
cult to secure cultural sanction for discussion of collective reforms 
involving racial and sexual equality. Positive social changes and a nega- 
tive political environment combined to defer attention to these issues un- 
til another decade when a civil rights movement, rooted in the black 
church, which could not easily be tarred with the brush of communism, 
provided a new opportunity to raise the issue of equality in American 
society. 
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“Some sort of peace”: President Truman, 
the American people, and the atomic bomb 


PAUL BOYER 


For millions of Americans born before World War II, memories of Pres- 
ident Truman are inextricably interwoven with memories of the atomic 
bomb. To be sure, Franklin D. Roosevelt had launched the Manhattan 
Project, but that was all in secret. It was Truman who announced the 
staggering news to the world on 6 August 1945, who was central to the 
controversies of 1946—47 over both domestic and international control 
of atomic energy, who announced the first Russian atomic-bomb test in 
September 1949, and who in January 1950 authorized development of 
the hydrogen bomb. 

For anyone interested in Harry Truman and his presidency, the ques- 
tion of the atomic bomb is clearly central. For the historian concerned 
with the bomb’s effect on American thought and culture, Truman inevi- 
tably looms as a key figure. Curiously, however, neither Truman scholars 
nor historians studying the evolution of popular attitudes toward nuclear 
weapons have given Truman’s comments about the atomic bomb the 
close attention that one might expect. We have excellent studies of Tru- 
man’s role in the diplomacy, strategy, and domestic politics of the early 
postwar period as they related to the atomic bomb, but relatively little 
attention has been given to a systematic analysis of his views on the atomic 
bomb per se. 

One reason for this is probably the elusive nature of the evidence. 
Truman had a good deal to say about the atomic bomb, as about most 
subjects, but much of it was ad hoc and fragmentary. Rarely if ever did 
he offer a comprehensive account of the development of his view of the 
bomb and its meaning. Adding to the challenge is the fact that Truman 
commented on the bomb at three quite distinct levels of discourse, and 
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two of these levels have only gradually become accessible to historians. 
The first level (public pronouncements, formal addresses, messages to 
Congress, and so on) has, of course, been known for decades. Indeed 
much of it is so familiar as to be difficult to read with a fresh eye. The 
second level (oral and written communication that passed between Tru- 
man and his advisers) has unfolded only gradually and in piecemeal fash- 
ion with the publication of memoirs by participants and the opening of 
various manuscript and archival collections. Finally, there is the intensely 
interesting level of Truman’s relatively uncensored private reflections 
expressed in diary jottings or in personal letters to his wife, Bess, or his 
daughter, Margaret. Much of this material, often in striking variance to 
his public pronouncements, has become available only in the past few 
years. Thus it is perhaps not surprising that we have yet to see a compre- 
hensive and systematic analysis of Truman’s views of, and feelings about, 
the atomic bomb. 

This brief essay will not attempt that exhaustive treatment, but it will 
draw together some of what we know about Truman’s thinking on this 
subject and relate it to the larger pattern of American attitudes toward 
the atomic bomb in the early postwar years. Such an effort is revealing 
in several ways. First, it brings into sharp focus aspects of Truman’s char- 
acter and his mode of dealing with issues. Second, it illustrates how pro- 
foundly the advent of this awesome new force could disrupt and disorient 
even so down-to-earth a man as Truman, producing some quite striking 
contradictions and inconsistencies. Third, Truman’s response to the bomb, 
in all its ambiguity, mirrors to an uncanny degree the larger response of 
the American people. The uncertainties and ambivalences within Tru- 
man’s own mind on this subject were simultaneously being played out 
on the larger stage of public discourse and cultural expression in this 
early post-Hiroshima period. Finally, of course, the views expressed by 
Truman and top members of his administration on the atomic bomb are 
important to the cultural historian not only because they mirror the broader 
national response, but also because they directly helped shape that 
response. 

Let us turn, then, to Truman’s expressed views on the atomic bomb 
and the way those views both reflected and molded the larger responses 
of the American people. The focus here is on three general areas: the 
justifications offered for the decision to drop the bomb on Japan, the 
larger meaning of atomic energy for mankind, and the possible use of 
atomic weapons in the early cold war period. 
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Justifications for dropping the bomb 


President Truman was lunching with the crew of the USS Augusta on 6 
August 1945, steaming westward across the Atlantic en route home from 
the Potsdam conference, when a radio message from Secretary of War 
Henry L. Stimson informed him that the atomic bombing of Hiroshima 
had been a “complete success.” “This is the greatest thing in history,” he 
spontaneously exclaimed. After breaking the news to the cheering sailors, 
he rushed to the wardroom to tell the officers, amid more cheers and 
excitement.! 

Meanwhile, in Washington, D.C., a prearranged news release had been 
issued that morning by the White House under Truman’s name, inform- 
ing the world that an atomic bomb had been “loosed against those who 
brought war in the Far East.” In this critically important announcement, 
which shaped Americans’ initial perceptions of the bomb, Truman of- 
fered only two brief justifications for its use against Japan: First, he cited 
Tokyo’s surprise attack on the United States in 1941: “The Japanese 
began the war from the air at Pearl Harbor. They have been repaid 
manyfold.” Second, he noted that the Japanese had rejected the Allied 
surrender ultimatum issued at Potsdam on 26 July 1945—an ultimatum 
that had warned them of “‘complete and utter destruction” if they did 
not surrender unconditionally.” 

In less formal comments at this time, Truman further justified the atomic 
bombing on two additional grounds: Japan’s wartime atrocities and the 
racist assertion that the Japanese were subhuman creatures to whom the 
moral restraint that nations at least professedly observed in wartime need 
not apply. These interwoven themes emerged most clearly in Truman’s 
response to a post-Hiroshima telegram from an official of the Federal 
Council of Churches, an association of liberal Protestant denominations, 
urging that no further atomic bombs be dropped. Truman’s answer (written 
on 9 August with the knowledge that a second atomic bomb would in 
fact be dropped momentarily) declared, “Nobody is more disturbed over 
the use of the atomic bomb than I am, but I was greatly disturbed over 
the unwarranted attack by the Japanese on Pearl Harbor and their mur- 
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der of our prisoners of war. The only language they seem to understand 
is the one we have been using to bombard them. When you have to deal 
with a beast you have to treat him as a beast. It is most regrettable but 
nevertheless true.’ 

As the inflamed wartime passions subsided after Japan’s surrender, a 
further justification emerged: The atomic bomb was the only alternative 
to an invasion of Japan that would have cost many American lives. The 
gist of this argument was contained in Truman’s message to Congress of 
3 October 1945, on the subject of atomic-energy legislation. “We know,” 
the president declared unequivocally, “that [the atomic bomb] saved the 
lives of untold thousands of American soldiers who would otherwise have 
been killed in battle.” Truman became more specific in his address at the 
annual Gridiron Dinner in Washington on 15 December 1945. Purport- 
ing to describe his thought process at the time he made the atomic-bomb 
decision, Truman declared, “It occurred to me, that a quarter of a million 
of the flower of our young manhood were worth a couple of Japanese 
cities, and I still think they were and are.””* 

This argument was most fully elaborated in an extremely influential 
February 1947 Harper’s magazine article by former secretary of war 
Stimson. Had the atomic bomb not been employed as it was, Stimson 
contended, a full-scale invasion of Japan, first of Kyushu and then of the 
main island of Honshu, would have been necessary. This would have 
extended the war through 1946, he insisted, and entailed horrendous 
losses: “‘I was informed that such operations might be expected to cost 
over a million casualties to American forces alone. Additional large losses 
might be expected among our allies, and of course, if our campaign was 
successful and if we could judge by previous experience, enemy casualties 
would be much larger than our own.’” Repeating this argument in his 
1953 memoirs, Winston Churchill inflated Stimson’s projection of a mil- 
lion American casualties (i.e., killed, wounded, and missing) into a mil- 
lion American deaths, plus a half-million British deaths.® 

With the passing years, Truman insisted ever more rigidly that the 
atomic-bomb decision was totally justified, that he had never had a 
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moment’s second thoughts, and that he would unhesitatingly make the 
same decision again. “I regarded the bomb as a military weapon,” he 
wrote in his memoirs in 1955, ‘‘and never had any doubt that it should 
be used.” A fundamental element of Truman’s public persona was his 
cocky self-confidence, with never a hint of self-doubt or even of second 
thoughts about his major decisions. As he wrote in 1957, “I hardly ever 
look back for the purpose of contemplating ‘what might have been.’””® 
Nothing illustrates this trait more clearly than the tone of absolute assur- 
ance he adopted in all public comment on the atomic-bomb decision. 
From 6 August 1945 until his death in 1972, Truman invariably rejected 
with great vehemence any suggestion that the atomic destruction of two 
cities may have been unnecessary militarily, tragic in its long-range im- 
plications, or problematic on ethical grounds. When J. Robert Oppen- 
heimer, in a White House meeting with Truman shortly after the war, 
expressed remorse over the dropping of the atomic bomb and alluded to 
scientists’ feelings that they had blood on their hands, Truman wrote to 
Dean Acheson contemptuously ridiculing this “crybaby”’ reaction. (Ac- 
cording to one version of the encounter, Truman pulled a handkerchief 
from his pocket and derisively offered it to Oppenheimer to wipe the 
blood off his hands.)? 

So intent was Truman on maintaining his posture of absolute certitude 
regarding this question that he eventually erected a kind of invisible shield 
around the subject, to ward off any probing by himself or anyone else. 
In one of his now-famous unmailed letters, he in 1962 unleashed a mem- 
orable blast at diplomatic historian Herbert Feis, who was raising trou- 
blesome questions as he sought tc re-create the strategic considerations 
that had underlain the bomb decision. Wrote Truman to Feis: 


It ended the Jap War. That was the objective. Now if you can think of any other 
... egghead contemplations, bring them out. 


You get the same answer—to end the Jap War and save % of a million of our 
youngsters and that many Japs from death and twice that many on each side 
from being maimed for life. 
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It is a great thing that you or any other contemplator “after the fact” didn’t have 
to make the decision. Our boys would all be dead.'° 


The following year, in another unsent letter, this one to Chicago Sun 
Times columnist Irv Kupcinet, Truman wrote, “I knew what I was doing 
when I stopped the war that would have killed a half million youngsters 
on both sides if those bombs had not been dropped. I have no regrets 
and, under the same circumstances, I would do it again—and this letter 
is not confidential.”” Toward the end of his life, when the producers of a 
TV special on his career suggested a trip to Hiroshima in connection with 
the atomic-bomb episode, Truman proclaimed, “I'll go to Japan, if that’s 
what you want, but I won’t kiss their ass.””!! 

Why did Truman react so violently to even the whisper of doubt about 
his atomic-bomb decision? Why the insults, ridicule, contempt, and abuse 
toward those who tried to penetrate his shell of self-righteous certitude? 
In part, of course, this was simply another manifestation of the cocky 
self-confidence so central to Truman’s public image. Was more involved? 
Did the strident certainty that eventually reached a level of self-parody 
perhaps mask a bad conscience? Despite the evidence of Alamogordo, 
did Truman still not wholly grasp prior to 6 August the bomb’s full de- 
structive magnitude? In his memoirs, he makes clear that he carefully 
went over the atomic-bomb target list of Japanese cities with his military 
leaders, and in retrospect he insists that he was fully aware that the bomb 
‘“‘would inflict damage and casualties beyond imagination” and was 
“potentially capable of wiping out entire cities.” Yet on 5 July as the final 
order for the bomb’s use was being drawn up, he wrote in his diary, “I 
have told the Sec. of War, Mr. Stimson, to use it so that military objec- 
tives and soldiers and sailors are the target and not women and children. 
... He and I are in accord. The target will be a purely military one.” In 
the same vein, the prearranged news release of 6 August described Hiro- 
shima (a city of 350,000) simply as “an important Japanese Army base.”!” 

In the days immediately after 6 August, before the brittle shell of cer- 
titude enveloped Truman’s pronouncements about the bomb decision, there 
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are hints that he was shaken and dismayed as the full horror of the civil- 
ian toll sank in. On 7 August (in significant contrast to his assertion two 
days later that ‘““When you deal with a beast you have to treat him as a 
beast”), Truman rejected Senator Richard B. Russell’s demand that the 
Japanese must be brought “groveling to their knees,” commenting: “I 
can’t bring myself to believe that because they are beasts we should our- 
selves act in the same manner.”’ And, according to Henry Wallace’s diary, 
at the cabinet meeting of 10 August, the day after the Nagasaki bombing, 
“Truman said he had given orders to stop atomic bombing. He said the 
thought of wiping out another 100,000 people was too horrible. He didn’t 
like the idea of killing, as he said, ‘all those kids.’ ”!% 

Obviously, such sketchy evidence as this does not prove conclusively 
that Truman felt more uneasy about his decision than he revealed pub- 
licly. Yet if the full evidence of the bomb’s power to obliterate entire 
cities did shock and somewhat unnerve him, making a mockery of his 
earlier insistence on “‘purely military” targets, the very stridency of his 
later efforts to place his decision beyond the reach of criticism or even 
discussion may have been his way of dealing with fugitive doubts that he 
never openly expressed and perhaps never fully acknowledged even to 
himself. 

How successful were Truman’s efforts to explain and justify his atomic- 
bomb decision? From the first, the president’s contention that the atomic 
bomb was the only alternative to an invasion of Japan aroused skepti- 
cism in some quarters. As early as 1946, on the basis of a detailed study 
of the state of the Japanese war effort by the summer of 1945 and 
exhaustive interviews with high Japanese officials, the United States Stra- 
tegic Bombing Survey concluded that Japan would have surrendered 
“certainly prior to 31 December 1945, and in all probability prior to 1 
November 1945 ... even if the atomic bombs had not been dropped, 
even if Russia had not entered the war, and even if no invasion had been 
planned or contemplated.”’!* 

Beginning with Gar Alperovitz’s Atomic Diplomacy: Hiroshima and 
Potsdam (1965) and continuing with such works as Martin J. Sherwin’s 
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A World Destroyed: The Atomic Bomb and the Grand Alliance (1977), 
a considerable body of historical scholarship has emerged that reinforces 
the conclusion of the Strategic Bombing Survey and convincingly shows 
that calculations involving the Soviet Union were more fundamental to 
the decision-making process than Truman’s or Stimson’s version of that 
process acknowledged. These works have made clear that Japan was al- 
most desperately seeking to end the war by July 1945 and that, thanks 
to the breaking of the Japanese communications code, these efforts were 
known to President Truman. Indeed, Truman’s own memoirs acknowl- 
edge that as early as the end of May, after the Okinawa campaign, Acting 
Secretary of State Joseph Grew (the only high administration official with 
extended experience in Japan) informed Truman of his belief that the 
Japanese would surrender if they were assured the emperor could remain 
on his throne.!° 

The Truman diaries and family letters that have become available to 
scholars in the past few years further support the revisionist critique of 
the Truman-Stimson version of the atomic-bomb decision. For example, 
when Stalin reaffirmed at Potsdam his Yalta pledge to declare war on 
Japan three months after Germany’s surrender, Truman was exultant. 
“‘He’ll be in Jap War on August 15,” Truman wrote in his diary on 17 
July; ‘Fini Japs when that comes about.” To Bess he wrote: “I’ve gotten 
what I came for—Stalin goes to war on August 15.... I'll say that we'll 
end the war a year sooner, now, and think of the kids who won’t be 
killed. That is the important thing.”!® By mid-July, in short, Truman 
knew that Japan was on the verge of surrender, and he was convinced 
that the Soviet Union’s forthcoming declaration of war would provide 
the final push. As historian Robert Messer has recently argued, the issue 
occupying Truman’s mind in these critical days was not the nightmare of 
a costly land invasion of Japan, but the precise means by which Japan’s 
imminent collapse would be achieved. 

As the stunning success of the Alamogordo test became apparent, Tru- 
man realized that the United States, and not the Soviets, could provide 
the final blow. “Believe Japs will fold up before Russia comes in,” Tru- 
man wrote in his diary on 18 July; ‘I am sure they will when Manhattan 
{the atomic bomb] appears over their homeland.” When Stimson flew to 
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Potsdam and gave Truman a full briefing on Alamogordo, the president 
was (according to Stimson’s diary) “tremendously pepped up” and dis- 
played “‘an entirely new feeling of confidence.” Repeatedly Truman thanked 
Stimson for the report and for “being present to help him in this way.” 
In a 1948 letter to Margaret, Truman regretted that he had worked so 
hard at Potsdam to get Stalin to reaffirm his pledge to enter the Pacific 
war: “‘All of us wanted Russia in the Japanese War. Had we known what 
the Atomic Bomb would do we’d have never wanted the Bear in the 
picture.””!” . 

Even the precise casualty estimates that Truman cited so authorita- 
tively whenever he discussed the hypothetical invasion that the atomic 
bomb allegedly prevented have come in for critical scrutiny. After an 
exhaustive study of this aspect of the debate over the atomic-bomb deci- 
sion, Rufus E. Miles, Jr., a former senior fellow of Princeton’s Woodrow 
Wilson Center, concluded in 1985 that the figure of a quarter-million 
casualties was “an ‘off-the-top-of-the-head’ estimate made in the early 
spring of 1945, before the War and Navy departments realized how rapid 
was the deterioration of Japan’s capacity to resist, and then uncritically 
repeated on various occasions after the situation had radically changed.” ® 

Truman’s immediate purpose, however, was to persuade not histori- 
ans but the American electorate that the atomic bombing of Japan had 
been necessary and praiseworthy, and in this he succeeded brilliantly. 
Public opinion polls in the autumn of 1945 revealed approval ratings of 
80 to 85 percent, with what Fortune magazine called ‘‘a considerable 
minority of disappointed savagery” wishing that even more cities had 
been wiped out. In newspaper editorials, approval was practically unan- 
imous.!? 

All the arguments advanced by Truman in justifying his action struck 
a responsive popular chord. The moral symmetry of the president’s link- 
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ing of Pearl Harbor and Hiroshima appealed strongly to a nation that 
recalled vividly the treachery of 7 December 1941 and for whom 
“Remember Pearl Harbor’’ had been the most powerful of wartime slo- 
gans. A Chicago Tribune cartoonist, on 8 August 1945, pictured a long 
fuse running from Pearl Harbor to Hiroshima, with a severed head flying 
over Hiroshima murmuring “So Sorry.” William L. Laurence of the New 
York Times, the Manhattan Project’s official chronicler, struck the same 
note in his 1946 history Dawn over Zero. Describing his emotions aboard 
the plane carrying the atomic bomb to Nagasaki, Laurence wrote, “Does 
one feel any pity or compassion for the poor devils about to die? Not 
when one thinks of Pearl Harbor and of the Death March on Bataan.”’”° 

Similarly, countless post-Hiroshima editorials, cartoons, and letters to 
the editor enthusiastically endorsed Truman’s assertion that the atomic 
bomb was fair retribution for Japanese atrocities in the Philippines and 
the brutal island campaigns of the Pacific. Some of this commentary 
reflected the same racism that underlay Truman’s description of the Jap- 
anese as “beasts.”” As John Dower has shown, American anti-Japanese 
propaganda during the war was deeply racist, and it is hardly surprising 
that racist arguments and images should have been employed in the rush 
to justify the atomic bomb. “‘Hirohito is the representative of the devil,” 
a North Dakota listener wrote radio news commentator H. V. Kalten- 
born after Hiroshima; “He and his palace should be blowed off the map 
with an atomic bomb.” A Philadelphia Inquirer cartoon on 7 August 
portrayed a brutish, apelike creature staring up in dumb wonder as an 
atomic bomb burst overhead. Many newspaper letters expressed regret 
that atomic bombs had not been used to destroy all human life in Japan. 
A Milwaukee woman expressed her genocidal impulses this way: ““When 
one sets out to destroy vermin, does one try to leave a few alive in the 
nest? Certainly not!’’?! 

Truman’s insistent claim that the only alternative to the atomic bomb 
would have been a protracted land invasion of Japan was also widely 
accepted. An editorial cartoon in the Louisville Courier-Journal, cap- 
tioned “Bloodless Invasion,”’ pictured a GI striding ashore in Japan as a 
phantom corpse representing “Avoided Costs” sprawls on the sand 


2° William L. Laurence, Dawn over Zero: The Story of the Atomic Bomb (New York: 
Alfred A. Knopf, 1946), 234. 

2!Leonie M. Cole to editor, Milwaukee Journal, 16 August 1945; W. J. Rademacher, New 
Leipzig, N. D., to H. V. Kaltenborn, 12 August 1945, Kaltenborn Papers, State Historical 
Society of Wisconsin, Box 107; John Dower, War Without Mercy: Race and Power in 
the Pacific War (New York: Pantheon Books, 1986). 


184 PauL BOYER 


beside him. Some commentators went further, arguing that the atomic 
bomb was actually a blessing for the Japanese, sparing them the enor- 
mous losses the hypothetical land invasion would have entailed. A Chi- 
cago Tribune editorial praising Truman and his advisers for deciding to 
drop the bomb expressed this point succinctly: “Being merciless, they 
were merciful.” 

Why did most Americans accept so eagerly and uncritically Truman’s 
claim that if the atomic bomb had not been used the war would have 
dragged on for perhaps another eighteen months at a hideous cost in 
blood and suffering? Why, in the face of the mounting body of historical 
evidence to the contrary, do many, perhaps most, Americans still remain 
firmly convinced that the bomb “‘saved hundreds of thousands of Amer- 
ican lives”? The answer, presumably, is that myths of this tenacity serve 
necessary psychological functions. As Rufus E. Miles, Jr., has observed: 


The use of these figures [estimating invasion casualties] by Truman and others 
can be explained by a subconscious compulsion to persuade themselves and the 
American public that, horrible as the atomic bombs were, their use was actually 
humane inasmuch as it saved a huge number of lives. The larger the estimate of 
deaths averted, the more self-evidently justified the action seemed. Exaggerating 
these figures avoided, in large part, the awkward alternative of having to rethink 
and explain a complex set of circumstances and considerations that influenced 
the decision to drop the bomb.”? 


Not everyone accepted the government’s attempts to rationalize the 
nuclear annihilation of well over a hundred thousand men, women, and 
children of a defeated nation teetering on the brink of surrender. Even in 
the perfervid emotional climate of the war and its immediate aftermath, 
a small minority of Americans expressed grave reservations about the 
official deeds performed in their name. Others who did not condemn 
Truman’s decision categorically were nevertheless unprepared to accept 
his strident insistence that the action was so obviously justified as not 
even to merit reflection or debate.2* These responses, too, constituted a 
part of the post-Hiroshima cultural and moral landscape, and as such 
they deserve attention and study. But the fact remains that the over- 
whelming majority of Americans, as well as the nation’s principal media 
outlets, found little to question in the atomic bombing of Hiroshima and 
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Nagasaki. In short, the pattern of Truman’s own response to the bomb— 
vociferous public justification with an undercurrent of barely acknowl- 
edged uneasiness and doubt—quite accurately reflected and encapsulated 
the reaction of the larger American public. 


The larger meaning of atomic energy 


What of the atomic future? What were the implications of the unleashing 
of the atom? And what larger meanings could one extract from this 
momentous event? Here, too, the responses of President Truman, both 
public and private, paralleled and helped shape those of the larger public. 
Again, Truman’s initial announcement of 6 August 1945 must be the 
starting point. This 1,100-word message provided no information, even 
of the sketchiest sort, about the probable human or physical toll at Hi- 
roshima. The Alamogordo test, and the scale of destructiveness it had 
demonstrated, was passed over in silence. Radiation was unmentioned. 
Rather, the theme of the message was upbeat and positive. The drama 
and vast scope of the Manhattan Project were vividly evoked, underscor- 
ing the supremacy of U.S. industrial might and technological know-how: 


We now have two great plants and many lesser works devoted to the production 
of atomic power. Employment during peak construction numbered 125,000 and 
over 65,000 individuals are even now engaged in operating the plants. Many 
have worked there for two and a half years. Few know what they have been 
producing. They see great quantities of material going in and they see nothing 
coming out of these plants, for the physical size of the explosive charge is exceed- 
ingly small. We have spent two billion dollars on the greatest scientific gamble in 
history—and won.*> 


Even more than on the technological wonder of the Manhattan Proj- 
ect, Truman’s announcement dwelled on the scientific achievement. For 
the United States in 1945, news of the atomic bomb came embedded in 
a glowing hymn of praise to science: 


The greatest marvel is not the size of the enterprise, its secrecy, nor its cost, but 
the achievement of scientific brains in putting together infinitely complex pieces 
of knowledge held by many men in different fields of science into a workable 
plan. ... The brain child of many minds came forth in physical shape and per- 
formed as it was supposed to do. . .. What has been done is the greatest achieve- 
ment of organized science in history.”° 
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This dramatic scientific breakthrough, Truman continued, held vast 
promise for enlarging human knowledge; indeed, it had ushered in “‘a 
new era in man’s understanding of nature’s forces.” Truman reiterated 
the point in his atomic-energy message to Congress of 3 October 1945. 
Although the atom posed “potential danger,” it was “at the same time 
.. . full of promise for the future of man and for the peace of the world.”” 

As for the immediate practical benefits to be expected from this triumph 
of science, Truman’s 6 August announcement struck a cautious note, 
warning that only after “a long period of intensive research” would atomic 
energy be available for nonmilitary purposes. But soon the cautionary 
note faded in a glow of hyperbole. Atomic energy, proclaimed Truman 
in his 3 October congressional message, “may someday prove to be more 
revolutionary in the development of human society than the invention of 
the wheel, the use of metals, or steam or internal combustion engines.” 
Speaking extemporaneously at a county fair in Missouri at about the 
same time, Truman predicted that knowledge of the atom would lead to 
“the happiest world that the sun has ever shone upon.”?® 

The positive note was emphasized, too, in several of Truman’s state- 
of-the-union messages. Significantly, the advent of the atomic bomb, surely 
a major event of 1945, was not even mentioned in Truman’s first such 
message, in January 1946. When the subject of atomic energy was first 
raised, in the January 1947 message, it was in the context of the atom’s 
great promise: “In the vigorous and effective development of peaceful 
uses of atomic energy,” the president declared, “rests our hope that this 
new force may ultimately be turned into a blessing for all nations.” With 
variations, similar bright hopes are expressed in the remainder of 
Truman’s state-of-the-union messages through the end of his term of of- 
fice.?? 

If Henry Stimson was Truman’s principal collaborator in the cam- 
paign to justify the decision to drop the atomic bomb, his most effective 
lieutenant in promulgating the message of the peaceful atom was David 
E. Lilienthal. As head of the Tennessee Valley Authority in the 1930s, 
Lilienthal had emerged as a tireless public advocate for the vision of large- 
scale federal development projects. As chairman of the Atomic Energy 
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Commission from its creation in 1946 until 1950, Lilienthal brought the 
same zeal and eloquence to spreading the vision of a world transformed 
by atomic energy. Often featured in the press as “Mr. Atom,” Lilienthal 
labored mightily to flesh out Truman’s upbeat message and give a benev- 
olent aura to the new atomic reality. While debunking the more ludi- 
crously exaggerated claims of some popularizers, Lilienthal extolled the 
atom’s peacetime promise in countless speeches and magazine articles. In 
a nationally broadcast 1948 high school graduation address delivered at 
Gettysburg, Pennsylvania, Lilienthal spoke with almost strident opti- 
mism of the vast future benefits of atomic energy. Ignore the prophets of 
doom and their “predictions of dire and utter calamity,” Lilienthal 
advised. With “knowledge, love, [and] faith,” the atomic age could be 
“one of the blessed periods of all human history.” 

Lilienthal frequently described atomic energy as simply a form of solar 
energy—and potentially as beneficial. As he put it in another high school 
commencement speech, this one in Crawfordsville, Indiana: “I suppose 
there is nothing of a physical nature that is more friendly to man, or more 
necessary to his well-being than the sun. From the sun you and I get... 
the energy that gives life and sustains life, the energy that builds skyscrap- 
ers and churches, that writes poems and symphonies.” Yet this same be- 
nevolent, life-giving sun, Lilienthal concluded triumphantly, was nothing 
but “a huge atomic-energy factory.”° 

Such pronouncements reflected Lilienthal’s almost mystical belief in 
the power of positive thinking—his conviction that merely to turn peo- 
ple’s thoughts from the atomic bomb to speculation about possible 
peacetime applications, whatever the actual reality, was a significant 
social achievement. The psychological value of atomic energy as a “‘stim- 
ulus to the imagination, an awakening force,”’ observed Lilienthal in a 
1947 diary entry, was much more important than any specific practical 
use. After an address to 4,500 delegates at the annual convention of the 
American Farm Bureau in Chicago later that year, Lilienthal reflected, 
“It was wonderful to see how profoundly moved these people are when 
one talks about eliminating this as a weapon, putting it to beneficial uses. 
... | added a conclusion, reverting to the note of ‘service to humanity 
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and the Kingdom of God,’ and that audience seemed to merge into a 
single picture, ... a unified presence, you might say; it was like uttering 
a benediction.””?! 

President Truman strongly backed Lilienthal’s efforts to turn the pub- 
lic mind from atomic weapons to the promise of atomic energy. Drama- 
tizing this theme, Truman at the initiative of the Atomic Energy Com- 
mission (AEC) sent a telegram to an international conference of cancer 
specialists meeting at St. Louis in 1947, announcing that scientists 
all over the world would be given access to radioactive isotopes (by- 
products of the government’s nuclear-weapons program) to aid in the 
fight against cancer. During a February 1950 meeting with Truman, two 
weeks after the president’s hydrogen-bomb decision, Lilienthal noted in 
his diary Truman’s full agreement “that my theme of Atoms for Peace is 
just what the country needs.” > 

Reflecting Lilienthal’s upbeat emphasis, the AEC in the late 1940s ini- 
tiated the preparation of booklets, films, exhibitions, and curricular 
materials publicizing the atom’s beneficient promise. Prominent in this 
effort was the Brookhaven National Laboratory, a Long Island facility 
jointly funded and administered by the AEC and nine large eastern uni- 
versities. Much of the AEC’s limited nonmilitary research was centered 
at Brookhaven, and members of its staff frequently spoke to public gath- 
erings and the press, “trying to prove, against heavy odds [as a skeptical 
New Yorker reporter put it] that atomic energy has its attractive side.” 
Brookhaven’s public-relations office assembled two traveling exhibits 
featuring movies, audiovisual displays, and live demonstrations. Exhibi- 
tions were mounted in a number of cities and at the American Museum 
of Natural History in New York. Reporting on a Brookhaven road-show 
presentation in Stamford, Connecticut, under the title “Main Street Meets 
the Atom,” Science Illustrated described the fascination of adults and the 
delighted reaction of children to such exhibits as a Van de Graff genera- 
tor and an “‘atomic pinball machine”—an atomic-pile simulation com- 
plete with gong and blinking lights.°° 

The high point of this exercise in government-inspired positive think- 
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ing came in the summer of 1948 with “Man and the Atom,” a month- 
long exhibition in New York’s Central Park. This show was jointly spon- 
sored by the AEC and its major corporate contractors for nuclear-power 
development (General Electric and Westinghouse) and the New York 
Committee on Atomic Information—an umbrella group of various ser- 
vice organizations. The exhibit’s centerpiece was Westinghouse’s Theater 
of Atoms, featuring such eye-catching exhibits as a “real radiation detec- 
tor”; a simulated chain reaction (with sixty interconnected mouse traps); 
and a model of an atomic nucleus that, according to a Westinghouse 
public-relations spokesman, resembled a “futuristic Christmas tree” and 
exploded harmlessly with a “blinding flash [and] an ear-splitting crash!’’>4 

Visitors to the General Electric (GE) exhibit at the “Man and the Atom” 
show received free copies of “Splitting the Atom—Starring Dagwood and 
Blondie,” a comic book produced by King Features Syndicate in consul- 
tation with the AEC, in which Mandrake the Magician reduced Dag- 
wood and Blondie to molecular size to explain the wonders of the atom 
to them. The emphasis of this exhibition was almost entirely on stimu- 
lating positive public attitudes toward the peacetime promise of atomic 
energy. In the GE comic book, for example, when Mandrake demon- 
strates a chain reaction (as silly Dagwood rushes off in a panic shouting 
“Blondie!’’), the “BANG!” in the center of the picture is balanced by 
drawings of a power plant, a factory, a grain field, a medical lab, and a 
ship—depicting the many uses of the peaceful atom. Even if most of the 
nonmilitary applications featured in the exhibit either lay far in the future 
or had already proven infeasible, Westinghouse’s public-relations spokes- 
man disingenuously insisted, surely this was “a better note to strike... 
than emphasizing the destruction of bombs.”° 

Following the lead of Truman, Lilienthal, and the AEC, the American 
media in these years heavily promoted the vision of an atomic utopia 
ahead. Although the “Atoms for Peace” program as a formal U.S. policy 
initiative dates from President Dwight Eisenhower’s United Nations speech 
of December 1953, the theme was in fact omnipresent in the Truman 
years as well. In one of its more dramatic expressions, CBS radio in June 
1947 broadcast an hour-long documentary, “The Sunny Side of the Atom,” 
designed to publicize the vast promise of radioactive isotopes and, 
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according to a publicist, counteract “the ‘scare’ approach to atomic ed- 
ucation.” With Agnes Moorehead as narrator, the program featured vis- 
its to a physician’s office, where isotopes help in the diagnosis of a pa- 
tient; a great medical facility, where researchers seek “a cure for cancer 
with the aid of isotopes”; a southwestern oil field, where isotopes seek 
out residual oil in abandoned wells; and an “atom farm,” where vast 
agricultural research projects use isotopes. After a fleeting reference to 
the horror of nuclear war, Moorehead’s narrative ended on a note of 
soaring triumph: ‘“‘Everything I have seen, everything I have heard, every- 
thing I have felt has given me this faith: We are bigger than the atom, 
and if we face the future boldly, we will-enter a world made bright by 
the sunny side of the atom.”’*¢ 

Numerous magazine feature articles struck the same note, portraying 
the enormous promise of the atomic age. The applications of atomic 
energy to the treatment of cancer and other ills, reported Collier’s in May 
1947, offered “cures for hitherto incurable diseases” and opened the door 
to a “golden age of atomic medicine.” Once “‘atomic medicine” became 
universally available, this article concluded, “much of the pain and pre- 
mature death which now face so many of us may prove to be avoidable.” 
This feature was illustrated with a composite photograph of a former 
cripple, healed by atomic energy, emerging smiling from a mushroom- 
shaped cloud, his empty wheelchair in the background. Writing in the 
American magazine at about the same time, Chancellor Robert M. 
Hutchins of the University of Chicago gave his imagination full rein: 
“The atomic city will have a central diagnostic laboratory, but only a 
small hospital, if any at all, for most human ailments will be cured as 
rapidly as they are diagnosed.”” 

Thanks to atomic energy, declared Operation Atomic Vision, a 1948 
high school study unit prepared by the National Education Association, 
“It is unlikely that you or any of your classmates will die prematurely of 
cancer or heart disease, or from any contagious diseases, or from any 
other human ills that afflict us now. Many of our generation will reach 
the century mark. ... No one will need to work long hours. There will 
be much leisure, and a network of large recreational areas will cover the 
country, if not the world.” In ““Atom: Key to Better Farming,” U.S. News 
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and World Report in June 1948 enthusiastically described the amazing 
agricultural breakthroughs that isotopes would make possible, including 
vastly increased crop yields through radioactive fertilizer; the synthesiz- 
ing of gasoline, coal, and food; and further wonders “bigger and more 
important than the scientists themselves can imagine right now.”3® 

A capstone of sorts to this genre was “A World Worth Waiting For,” 
a 1948 article in Coronet magazine offering a breathless and uncritically 
positive “glimpse into the future of the Atomic Age.”’ Isotope tracers, 
Coronet predicted, would one day decode the basic metabolic processes 
of animals, leading to “the fantastic possibility . . . of directing that growth 
into channels most useful to man. And then may come the control of 
growth in man himself!’ Like many other visionary atomic-energy arti- 
cles in these years, this one concluded on a note of high inspiration and 
promise: ‘‘Atomic energy is to us what the Atlantic Ocean was to Colum- 
bus when he sailed from Spain. He set out to find India but discovered 
the Western Hemisphere instead. Who can tell where our voyage into 
this unknown realm will lead?”’*? Who indeed? 

This government and media blitz had its effect. Ina 1948 Gallup Poll, 
61 percent of college-educated Americans answered affirmatively the 
question: “Do you think that, in the long run, atomic energy will do 
more good than harm?”’ Other surveys produced similarly positive re- 
sults.*° This emphasis on a thrilling if somewhat amorphous atomic uto- 
pia ahead, tentatively advanced in President Truman’s initial atomic-bomb 
announcement and then massively reinforced by official and media sources 
in the succeeding months and years, had a profound influence in shaping 
the initial responses of the American people to the nuclear reality. 

On a more general plane, the positive view of science that pervades 
Truman’s 6 August announcement also mirrored and helped shape the 
broader public response. In the early post-Hiroshima period, newspa- 
pers, magazines, and radio were full of glowing accounts of the Manhat- 
tan Project as a crowning triumph of the Age of Science. Photographs of 
J. Robert Oppenheimer and other leading physicists stared from every 
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page, and the pronouncements of scientists ranging from Albert Einstein 
down to the lowliest physics graduate students caught up in the Manhat- 
tan Project were given almost reverent attention. “Hats off to the men of 
research,”’ declared the Milwaukee Journal on 8 August 1945. Never again, 
proclaimed the St. Louis Post-Dispatch, should the nation’s “science- 
explorers . . . be denied anything needful for their adventures.” The sci- 
entists themselves did little to discourage this adulation. “(However de- 
plorable the human deficiencies that made it necessary for American and 
British scientists to develop the atomic bomb,” observed the American 
Association for the Advancement of Science in September 1945, “‘we must 
admire their glorious achievement. . .. Modern Prometheans have raided 
Mount Olympus again and have brought back for man the very thunder- 
bolts of Zeus.’ 

In post-Hiroshima editorial cartoons, scientists typically appear as 
awesome, larger-than-life figures. In one, a scientist, represented as a per- 
son so gigantic only his lower legs are visible, passes the knowledge of 
atomic energy to a dwarf-like figure labeled ““The Statesmen.” Another 
cartoon portraying a somber scientist offering the atomic secret to the 
human race represented as a crawling, diaper-clad infant was captioned, 
“Baby Play With Nice Ball?’42 

But as the mixed messages of such cartoons suggest, there was a darker 
side to the post-Hiroshima view of science, and this, too, was anticipated 
by President Truman. Characteristically, however, Truman did not re- 
veal his bleaker reflections publicly. On 16 July, the day he first learned 
of the successful test at Alamogordo, he wrote in his diary: “I hope for 
some sort of peace—but I fear that machines are ahead of morals by 
some centuries and when morals catch up perhaps there’ll be no reason 
for any of it. I hope not. But we are only termites on a planet and maybe 
when we bore too deeply into the planet there’ll [be] a reckoning—who 
knows?” On 25 July, after Stimson had flown to Potsdam with a detailed 
account of the Alamogordo blast by eyewitnesses, Truman characterized 
the report as “startling—to put it mildly.’”’ Brooding on this “‘most terri- 
ble bomb in the history of the world ... the most terrible thing ever 
discovered,” he expressed his fear of apocalypse in biblical imagery: “It 


41F_ L. Campbell, “Science on the March,” Scientific Monthly, September 1945, 234; “A 
Decision for Mankind,” St. Louis Post-Dispatch, 7 August 1945. 

*2 Time, 20 August 1945, 19; New Republic, 11 February 1946, 179. See also Boyer, By 
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may be the fire destruction prophesied in the Euphrates Valley Era, after 
Noah and his fabulous Ark.’’*? 

In these sober reflections on Alamogordo, Truman anticipated in an 
uncanny way a spontaneous popular response to the Hiroshima news 
that would come a few days later—a response of profound apprehension 
and even terror, often expressed in nightmarish images of universal de- 
struction. The Reverend John Haynes Holmes of New York City, vaca- 
tioning at his summer cottage in Kennebunk, Maine, on 6 August, shortly 
afterward described his response to the news: “Everything else seemed 
suddenly to become insignificant. I seemed to grow cold, as though I had 
been transported to the waste space of the moon. The summer beauty 
seemed to vanish, and the waves of the sea to be pounding upon the 
shores of an empty world. .. . For I knew that the final crisis in human 
history had come. What that atomic bomb had done to Japan, it could 
do to us.””*4 

Millions of Americans had the same instantaneous, intuitive prevision 
of holocaust—a realization that could coexist, strangely enough, with 
grim satisfaction over the atomic bombing of Japan and even with fan- 
tasies of an atomic utopia ahead. Radio newscasters compared Hiro- 
shima with U.S. cities of similar size like New Haven and Denver. News- 
papers printed maps of their own communities overlaid by concentric 
circles showing the pattern of devastation at Hiroshima. Photographs of 
Hiroshima and Nagasaki were transmuted into images of American cities 
in smoldering ruin. “‘As we listen to the newscast, as we read our news- 
papers tomorrow,” intoned H. V. Kaltenborn on 17 August 1945, “let 
us think of the mass murder which will come with World War III.’’ Phys- 
ically untouched by the war, the United States at the moment of victory 
perceived itself as naked and vulnerable. The life expectancy of the hu- 
man species, said the Washington Post on 26 August, had “dwindled 
immeasurably in the course of two brief weeks.”*° 

This fear pervaded all levels of society, from Nobel laureates and gov- 
ernment leaders to persons who scarcely grasped what had happened but 
sensed that it was deeply menacing. The “‘strange disquiet’”’ and “very 
great apprehension” the atomic bomb had aroused, wrote theologian 
*3Truman diary entries, 16 and 25 July, 1945, in Ferrell, ed., Off the Record, 52-53, 55, 
“ohn Haynes Holmes, “Editorial Comment,” Unity, September 1945, 99. 
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Reinhold Niebuhr, was particularly intense among “the more sober and 
thoughtful sections of our nation.”” Eugene Rabinowitch, a chemist with 
the Manhattan Project, later recalled walking the streets of Chicago the 
summer of 1945 haunted by visions of “the sky suddenly lit by a giant 
fireball, the steel skeletons of skyscrapers bending into grotesque shapes 
and their masonry raining down into the streets below, until a great cloud 
of dust rose and settled over the crumbling city.” “The 36-Hour War,” 
a November 1945 Life magazine article describing the nuclear annihila- 
tion of America’s cities, was illustrated with chillingly realistic drawings 
of a mushroom cloud rising over Washington, D.C., and of the marble 
lions of the New York City Public Library gazing sightlessly over the 
rubble of a demolished city.** 

As they did for Harry Truman, these visions of atomic destruction 
often summoned up apocalyptic images remembered from the Bible. A 
1945 country-music hit entitled “Atomic Power” spoke of divine judg- 
ment and brimstone fire raining down from heaven. Biblical prophecies 
of universal destruction in the last days (““The heavens shall pass away 
with a great noise, and the elements shall melt with fervent heat, the earth 
also and the works that are therein shall be burned up”) were much 
quoted in 1945, their familiar cadences taking on a new and ominous 
meaning.*” 

Truman’s diary jottings of July 1945 also revealed a far more ambiv- 
alent view of science than he conveyed in his public proclamations—a 
view not of brilliant researchers unlocking the atom’s secrets for the ul- 
timate benefit of mankind but of voracious termites burrowing into the 
planet with unpredictable but probably catastrophic consequences. Here 
again, Truman’s response anticipated an important thread in the larger 
cultural reaction to the atomic bomb. Accompanying the post-Hiroshima 
praise for the scientific miracle workers who had accomplished this mar- 
vel was a strain of nagging apprehension about where science and its 
handmaiden technology were leading humankind. If, as Truman was 
boasting, the atomic bomb was “‘the greatest achievement of organized 
science in history,” wrote Dwight Macdonald in his one-man journal of 
opinion politics a few days after Hiroshima, then “so much the worse for 
organized science.” It was grotesque, he suggested, to present this city- 
46The 36-Hour War,” Life, 19 November 1945; Reinhold Niebuhr, “Our Relations with 
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destroying machine as a giant leap forward in the march of science. Mac- 
donald’s view of the Manhattan Project was closer to Truman’s private 
apprehensions than to the president’s expansive public pronouncements. 
For Macdonald, the horror of the atomic bomb was immeasurably deep- 
ened by the fact that it represented the end product of an elaborately 
bureaucratized project involving the uncoerced labor of 125,000 people, 
only a handful of whom had the slightest idea what they were doing.** 

Dwight Macdonald expressed with particular vehemence one extreme 
of a complex and ambivalent set of public attitudes toward science in the 
early postwar period. In powerful counterpoint to the enthusiasm for 
scientists as technological wonder-workers that Truman insisted (in pub- 
lic) was the true meaning of Hiroshima, one also finds strong currents of 
fear, mistrust, and disillusionment. “‘“Grave doubts are in many minds, 
and science is being regarded both with greater respect and with greater 
apprehension than ever before,” observed Scientific Monthly in Septem- 
ber 1945. The atomic bomb had “entirely transformed lay thinking re- 
garding science,”’ wrote the Manhattan Project physicist Louis Ridenour 
early in 1946; ‘“‘[People] are beginning to hate and fear [it].’*? 

Much evidence supports these assessments of the public mood. News- 
paper editorials and letters to the editor, for example, reflected praise and 
fear of science in about equal proportions. “Science a Menace” and “‘Sci- 
ence Moving Too Fast’’ were the captions of typical letters. A letter pub- 
lished in the Portland Oregonian called the bomb “‘the idiot child of 
science and the machine age.” A St. Louis Post-Dispatch editorial could 
simultaneously praise this scientific “triumph” and brood that it may 
have “signed the mammalian world’s death warrant.” The very search 
for truth that was science’s ‘“‘noblest attribute,” observed Raymond B. 
Fosdick, the president of the Rockefeller Foundation, in a November 1945 
radio address, “has brought our civilization to the brink of destruction. 
... What do we do,” Fosdick asked, ‘“‘curb our science or cling to the 
pursuit of truth and run the risk of having our society torn to pieces?’*° 
It is a dilemma that remains with us still, and one that Harry Truman, in 


“8 Dwight Macdonald, editorial, Politics, August 1945 (quoted passage); “The Bomb,” ibid., 
September 1945. 

“Louis N. Ridenour, “Science and Secrecy,” American Scholar (Spring 1946): 151; Camp- 
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1945. See also Boyer, By the Bomb’s Early Light, 268-72. 


196 PAUL BOYER 


the privacy of his diary, was already struggling with before the rest of the 
world had even heard of the atomic bomb. 


The contemplated uses of atomic weapons 


One final question merits attention in this brief exploration of the inter- 
woven responses of the American people and their president to the atomic 
bomb. What postwar diplomatic and military uses, if any, were envis- 
aged for what Bernard Baruch in 1946 called America’s “winning 
weapon”? On this critical question, too, Truman vacillated in ways that 
reflected the larger uncertainty of the American people. In his post- 
Hiroshima public pronouncements, Truman always insisted that a fun- 
damental objective of U.S. policy was to devise a system of international 
control that would end the U.S. atomic supremacy, forestall a dangerous 
nuclear arms race, and ensure that the bomb would never again be used. 
The Acheson-Lilienthal plan of March 1946, to which historians have 
given much attention, was presented to the world as an expression of this 
high-minded objective. 

At the same time, Truman was clearly prepared to gain whatever stra- 
tegic advantage he could from the U.S. atomic monopoly that continued 
until September 1949 and the overwhelming U.S. atomic superiority that 
lasted considerably longer. As he wrote jauntily to Bess from Potsdam on 
31 July 1945, using a metaphor drawn from his favorite game: “I rather 
think Mr. Stalin is stallin’ because he is not so happy over the English 
elections. [Clement Attlee had replaced Winston Churchill as prime min- 
ister.] He doesn’t know it but I have an ace in the hole and another one 
showing—so unless he has threes or two pair (and I know he has not) we 
are sitting all right.”°' As numerous studies have now demonstrated, all 
Truman’s thinking and decision making regarding nuclear weapons from 
July 1945 through the end of his term invariably reflected his preoccu- 
pation with the U.S.-Soviet power nexus. 

As the cold war worsened, did Truman ever envisage the atomic bomb 
not only as a diplomatic asset in his maneuverings with the Soviets but 
as something that actually might be used again? In various public pro- 
nouncements, as well as in occasional private communications within the 
government, Truman firmly rejected such an option. Thus when Army 
Secretary Kenneth Royall urged a preemptive nuclear strike against the 
Soviets during the 1948 Berlin blockade crisis, Truman made plain that 
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he considered such an action not only unthinkable morally but appalling 
in its strategic and diplomatic short-sightedness: ““You have got to un- 
derstand that this isn’t a military weapon. It is used to wipe out women 
and children and unarmed people, and not for military uses. You have 
got to understand that I have got to think about the effect of such a thing 
on international relations. This is no time to be juggling an atom bomb 
around,”52 ; 

When the cold war turned hot in Korea, however, Truman himself 
toyed with the nuclear option. At a news conference on 30 November 
1950, after the Chinese invasion across the Yalu River, Truman was asked 
about the possible use of the atomic bomb. He replied: “There has al- 
ways been active consideration of its use. | don’t want to see it used. It is 
a terrible weapon and it should not be used on innocent men, women, 
and children who have nothing whatever to do with this military aggres- 
sion.”” When the respected Merriman Smith of the United Press asked the 
president explicitly to confirm whether dropping the atomic bomb was, 
indeed, under “active consideration,” he answered tersely: “Always has 
been. It is one of our weapons.”” When asked whether the targets being 
considered were civilian or military, he responded that this was a ‘matter 
that the military people have to decide. I’m not a military authority that 
passes on those things. . . . The military commander in the field will have 
charge of the use of weapons, as he always has.’”*? 

The newspapers reported the story in banner headlines. A United Press 
bulletin proclaimed: “PRESIDENT TRUMAN SAID TODAY THE UNITED 
STATES HAS UNDER ACTIVE CONSIDERATION USE OF THE ATOMIC 
BOMB IN CONNECTION WITH THE WAR IN KOREA.” An alarmed 
Prime Minister Attlee flew to Washington to dissuade the president from 
precipitate action.°* 

In her biography of her father, Margaret Truman describes this epi- 
sode as “all ridiculous, and very disheartening.” It was, she writes, a 
classic example of journalistic distortion and sensationalism. Indeed, she 
implicitly blames the press’s handling of this story for the fatal heart 
attack suffered a few days later by Truman’s old friend and press secre- 


52 Quoted in Gregg Herken, The Winning Weapon: The Atomic Bomb in the Cold War, 
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tary Charlie Ross.°*> Yet when one reads Truman’s clear answers to a 
series of clear questions, it is difficult to see how the reporters distorted 
or misrepresented his views. Truman’s comments seemed clearly to indi- 
cate that use of the atomic bomb in the Korean War, while deeply de- 
plorable, was indeed under active consideration and that targeting deci- 
sions would be left to “the military commander in the field” —General 
Douglas MacArthur, well known for his advocacy of turning the Korean 
conflict into a war of destruction against communist China. 

In 1952, with his popularity sagging at home and the armistice talks 
bogged down at Panmunjom, Truman again considered the nuclear op- 
tion, this time in the form of two memorandums evidently written to 
clarify his own thinking and spelling out in specific detail a nuclear ulti- 
matum to the Soviets. The first, dated 27 January 1952, says: 


It seems to me that the proper approach now would be an ultimatum with a 10- 
day expiration limit, informing Moscow that we intend to blockade the China 
coast from the Korean border to Indochina, and that we intend to destroy every 
military base in Manchuria by means now in our control—and if there is further 
interference we shall eliminate any ports or cities necessary to accomplish our 
purposes. 

This means all-out war. It means that Moscow, St. Petersburg, Mukden, Vla- 
divostok, Peking, Shanghai, Port Arthur, Darien, Odessa, Stalingrad, and every 
manufacturing plant in China and the Soviet Union will be eliminated. 


In the second of these two remarkable memos, this one written in May 
1952, Truman actually drafted his ultimatum to “the Commies”’: “Now 
do you want an end to hostilities in Korea or do you want China and 
Siberia destroyed? You may have one or the other; whichever you want, 
these lies of yours at this conference have gone far enough. You either 
accept our fair and just proposal or you will be completely destroyed.’*” 

It is important to place these documents in context. Apart from the 
1950 news conference mentioned above, Truman in his public pro- 
nouncements dismissed all talk of employing atomic weapons in the Ko- 
rean War. Indeed, he had recalled General MacArthur in April 1951 in 
part over MacArthur’s insistent calls for a wider war. And the Truman 
administration had firmly rejected NSC 100, the 1951 proposal by Stuart 
Symington, chairman of the National Security Resources Board, to the 
National Security Council calling for a nuclear attack on China and pos- 
STbid., 498-99. 
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sibly the Soviet Union. In this context, Gregg Herken is probably correct 
in suggesting that Truman’s Rambo-like private musings are best seen as 
“more an expression of pique than of policy.”** Yet in a nuclear age, 
even such “‘pique’’ by a U.S. president cannot be dismissed lightly. 

Clearly, Truman’s view of the military and diplomatic utility of the 
atomic bomb was ambivalent. He could readily state the compelling ar- 
guments against using the bomb (except when looking back on Hiro- 
shima and Nagasaki) and he recognized the terrible dangers of nuclear 
threats and bluster. Yet when his frustration level rose high enough— 
whether against Stalin at Potsdam or the communists in Korea—his 
thinking invariably circled back to the alluring option of resolving his 
frustrations once and for all with his ace in the hole. 

In this respect, too, Truman’s ambivalence mirrored to a striking de- 
gree the ambivalence of the American public: fearful of the bomb, aware 
of the horror of nuclear war, yet longing to translate the nation’s atomic 
supremacy into a decisive stroke against the new postwar enemy. Here it 
is important to note that, at least for some Americans, Truman’s ringing 
defense of the use of the atomic bomb against Japan had larger implica- 
tions. If the bomb was justified against one enemy, they plausibly asked, 
why not against another? As one reader wrote the New Yorker after the 
publication of John Hersey’s Hiroshima in August 1946, “I read Hersey’s 
report. It was marvelous. Now let us drop a handful on Moscow.” A 
letter published in the New York Daily News at about the same time 
drew the same linkage: “Russia shows by its spy activities in Canada that 
it badly wants the atom bomb, so I say give the bomb to Russia the same 
way we gave it to the Japs.””°? 

During the Korean War, a strong current of opinion emerged in favor 
of using the atomic bomb. In August 1950, a few weeks after the war 
began, 28 percent of Americans favored this option. When the Chinese 
entered the war in November, U.S. News and World Report noted a 
‘wave of demand” for an atomic response. By November 1951, with the 
war ina costly, frustrating stalemate, 51 percent of Americans supported 
dropping atomic bombs on “military targets.”’©° 
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Although some periodicals like the Saturday Evening Post warned that 
use of the atomic bomb in Korea would surely trigger World War III, 
others discussed the matter quite coolly, as a viable option to be carefully 
weighed. Science News Letter concluded that North Korea’s urban- 
industrial centers were so few as probably not to “warrant” using the 
atomic bomb on them. After an assessment of the tactical pros and cons 
that ignored any larger strategic (not to mention ethical) considerations, 
U.S. News and World Report concluded in December 1950 that U.S. use 
of the bomb in Korea would probably be “sparing.”’*! 

On a different cultural front, composer Fred Kirby’s 1950 country 
tune “‘When the Hell Bomb Falls”? mingled images of nuclear destruction 
with the wish that God would “lend a helping hand” in Korea. In Roy 
Acuff’s ‘Advice to Joe” (1951) the wish becomes explicit, as Acuff warns 
the Russians that when Moscow lies in ashes they will regret their aggres- 
sions. ““When the atomic bombs start falling,” the song rhetorically asks 
Stalin, “do you have a place to hide?’’* 

The American people and their president displayed strikingly parallel 
patterns of response in their risky flirtation with the atomic bomb during 
the Korean War. This was only the latest manifestation of a congruence 
of outlook that had been evident for years. From the time he learned of 
the Alamogordo test in July 1945, Truman’s attitude toward the atomic 
bomb was a bundle of contradictions. He could express awe, fear, cau- 
tion, bluster, or bravado, depending on his mood, his audience, and the 
circumstances of the moment. The very diversity and unpredictability of 
these reactions accurately mirrored the mood of the nation as a whole. 
Reacting to their political leaders, to the media, and to their own in- 
stincts, the American people displayed a wide and sometimes quite con- 
tradictory range of responses as they struggled to come to terms with the 
endless, ramifying implications of the news they first heard from Presi- 
dent Truman on 6 August 1945. 


Epilogue: January 1953 


Truman’s final and most complete comment on the atomic dilemma as 
president came in his state-of-the-union message of 7 January 1953, nine 
6! }bid. “No Worthwhile Target for A-Bomb in North Korea,” Science Newsletter, 22 July 
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weeks after the United States exploded the world’s first hydrogen bomb 
at Eniwetok Atoll in the South Pacific. It was an exceptionally depressing 
appraisal: 


Now we have entered the atomic age, and war has undergone a technological 
change which makes it a very different thing from what it used to be. War today 
between the Soviet Empire and the free nations might dig the grave not only of 
our Stalinist opponents but of our own society, our world as well as theirs. 

War’s new meaning may not yet be grasped by all the peoples who would be 
its victims; nor, perhaps by all the rulers of the Kremlin. . . . The war of the future 
would be one in which man could extinguish millions of lives at one blow, de- 
molish the great cities of the world, wipe out the cultural achievements of the 
past—and destroy the very structure of a civilization that has been slowly and 
painfully built up through hundreds of generations. 

Such a war is not a possible policy for rational man. We know this, but we 
dare not assume that others would not yield to the temptation science is now 
placing in their hands.© 


Truman went on to insist that the United States had done everything 
in its power to avoid a nuclear arms race; the fault lay entirely with the 
Soviet Union. But beneath the cold-war rhetoric lay another theme: the 
inevitability of an upward spiral of nuclear menace rooted in the nature 
of science itself. “Science and technology have worked so fast,” Truman 
suggested, that mere presidents and premiers were helpless in the face of 
its inexorable advance: 


The progress of scientific experiment has outrun our expectations. Atomic science 
is in the full tide of development; the unfolding of the innermost secrets of matter 
is uninterrupted and irresistible. Since Alamogordo we have developed atomic 
weapons with many times the explosive force of the early models, and we have 
produced them in substantial quantities. And recently in the thermonuclear tests 
at Eniwetok, we have entered another stage in the world-shaking development of 
atomic energy. From now on man moves in a new era of destructive power, 
capable of creating explosions of an order of magnitude dwarfing the mushroom 
clouds of Hiroshima and Nagasaki. 

We have no reason to think that the stage we have now reached in the release 
of atomic energy will be the last. Indeed, the speed of our scientific and technical 
progress over the last 7 years shows no sign of abating. We are being hurried 
forward in our mastery of the atom, from one discovery to another, toward yet 
unforeseeable peaks of destructive energy. . . . It is no wonder that some people 
wish that we had never succeeded in splitting the atom.®* 


3 State of the Union Message, 7 January 1953, in Israel, ed., State of the Union Messages 
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Truman attempted to summon up once again the soothing vision of 
the peaceful atom as “an instrumentality for human betterment,”’ but the 
words rang hollow in this strikingly bleak panorama of nuclear menace. 

Absent from these passages is the aura of confidence and mastery so 
characteristic of the public Truman; muted is the reassuring image of a 
beneficent science. Other than stoic fortitude, Truman offered no advice 
or hints in this farewell message as to how the nation might avoid the 
fate toward which an inexorable ‘science’? was propelling it. The mes- 
sage was not only bleak but deeply passive and acquiescent in tone, as it 
described a fearful nuclear future that seemed destined to play itself out 
beyond human control. Harry Truman—and the American people—had 
come a long way since that exciting August afternoon aboard the USS 
Augusta a little more than seven years before. 


Part II 
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The national security state reconsidered: 
Truman and economic containment, 1945-1950 


ROBERT A. POLLARD 


On 13 May 1948, a dramatic conference took place at the White House. 
Ever since the communists had seized power in Czechoslovakia in March 
1948, a war scare had gripped Washington. President Harry S. Truman 
had already agreed to add more than $3 billion to the Pentagon’s fiscal 
1949 budget, raising it to $13 billion, but the Joint Chiefs of Staff (JCS) 
and the military services were demanding much higher sums for the fol- 
lowing years. Now the president had had enough. Supported by Budget 
Director James E. Webb, Truman flatly told Secretary of Defense James 
V. Forrestal that he was putting a $14.4 billion ceiling (excluding stock- 
piling) on the fiscal 1950 defense budget. 

As Truman explained to Forrestal, ‘“‘Military strength is dependent on 
a strong economic system and a strong industrial and productive capac- 
ity.” Before considering higher defense budgets, “the effect on our na- 
tional economy must be weighed.” Increased military expenditures could 
bring runaway inflation, taxes, and deficit spending. In fact, unless “world 
conditions deteriorate and tensions increase,” the president intended to 
cut the Pentagon budget.’ 

Truman’s showdown with Forrestal over the defense budget poses in- 
teresting questions about the origins of the cold war. Some of the most 
decisive battles of the postwar era were fought not along the iron curtain 
but along the Potomac. The combatants consisted of contending factions 
within the U.S. government, each with differing ideas about how best to 


' According to Truman, the administration’s priorities were “efficiency, economy and get- 
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achieve the national security and world peace. Although the debate cen- 
tered on the choice between a big standing military and nonmilitary in- 
struments of foreign policy, such as economic pressure and traditional 
diplomacy, the fight over the budget also addressed larger issues, notably 
a decision about long-term U.S. strategy for dealing with Soviet expan- 
sionism. To prevail, policy advocates had to win the support of the pres- 
ident, for although Truman was not the only player, he was the most 
important player, the one who could tip the scales in favor of one group 
or another. 

Truman’s defense philosophy was based on lessons learned before the 
war. Like Gen. George C. Marshall, he favored a strong mobilization 
capacity over large forces in being, because he believed that the American 
public, as in the 1920s and 1930s, would not tolerate a big standing 
military establishment. The president also worried that high Pentagon 
expenditures might bankrupt the country, and he favored measures such 
as universal military training and heavy reliance upon air and atomic 
power to reduce manpower costs as much as possible. Finally, Truman 
believed that this country’s unrivaled economic resources and political 
prestige made it possible to achieve its most important postwar security 
aims after the war without a large military. 

The Truman years clearly witnessed epochal changes in U.S. foreign 
policy—the outbreak of the cold war, the buildup of U.S. strategic air 
power, and the assumption by the United States of unprecedented com- 
mitments overseas. Yet there is a common misconception about this pe- 
riod, namely that the “‘national security state” (or “military-industrial 
complex”) first emerged during the Truman presidency.” It is true that 
many key U.S. military officials, both uniformed and civilian, called for 
a massive expansion of the nation’s war machine after 1945. Undoubt- 
edly, too, the United States acquired dozens of new naval and air bases 
around the world, particularly on the periphery of the Soviet Union.* 
There is even evidence that some (minor) White House officials sought, 


2Some revisionist scholars contend that the Truman administration had created by late 
1947 a “national security state” organized “for perpetual confrontation and for war” with 
the Soviet Union. NSC 68, the top-secret blueprint for U.S. rearmament developed by 
Dean Acheson and Paul Nitze during the first half of 1950, was supposedly the culmina- 
tion of that crisis mentality. Hence massive rearmament by the United States was inevita- 
ble, with or without the Korean invasion. Quotation from Daniel Yergin, Shattered Peace: 
The Origins of the Cold War and the National Security State (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 
1978), 5. Also, see Michael S. Sherry, Preparing for the Next War: American Plans for 
Postwar Defense, 1941-45 (New Haven, Conn.: Yale University Press, 1977). 

3See Melvyn P. Leffler, “The American Conception of National Security and the Beginnings 
of the Cold War, 1945—1948,” American Historical Review 89 (April 1984): 346-81. 
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in classic “military Keynesian” fashion, to increase the defense budget in 
order to fight domestic recession.* 

None of this adds up to the national security state that critics have 
associated with the Vietnam War era, however. A comparison of what 
the administration said with what it actually did demonstrates that Tru- 
man’s legacy in defense policy was, on balance, one of restraint. Al- 
though some elements of the military-industrial complex were already in 
place by the late 1940s, economic power remained the mainstay of U.S. 
security until the eve of the Korean War. And the president remained 
determined to balance the budget, if necessary by cutting defense spend- 
ing, right up to the day that North Korean tanks crossed the thirty-eighth 
parallel. The United States most likely would not have rearmed on the 
scale that it did during the early 1950s without the Korean invasion. In 
view of four critical episodes early in the cold war—the enunciation of 
the containment doctrine in 1946, the abortive rearmament of 1948-49, 
the creation of NATO in 1949, and the formulation and implementation 
of NSC 68 in early 1950—it is perhaps more plausible to argue that if 
the president and his advisers erred, they erred on the side of not doing 
enough for military preparedness. 


Demobilization 


First, one should recall the problems and constraints that the new presi- 
dent inherited upon the death of Franklin D. Roosevelt. The unexpect- 
edly rapid collapse of Germany in May and Japan in August 1945 had 
caught the administration unprepared for a series of pressing foreign 
and domestic decisions. In particular, the lingering isolationism in Con- 
gress and among the public, manifested in sentiment for rapid demobili- 
zation and against large-scale foreign aid and defense programs, limited 
the administration’s ability to meet worldwide U.S. responsibilities. Sec- 
retary of the Navy Forrestal and Secretary of War Robert P. Patterson 


4Some historians view the shift, beginning in 1948, from economic to military containment 
and the corresponding growth of defense spending as the product of U.S. economic im- 
peratives. According to some historians, the United States rearmed in 1950 to fight do- 
mestic recession. Still others regard the U.S. military aid program to the NATO allies as a 
roundabout way of closing Europe’s severe dollar gap in the early 1950s. See, e.g., Fred 
L. Block, The Origin of International Economic Disorder: A Study of United States Inter- 
national Monetary Policy from World War II to the Present (Berkeley: University of Cal- 
ifornia Press, 1977), 103-07; Joyce and Gabriel Kolko, The Limits of Power: The World 
and United States Foreign Policy, 1945-1954 (New York: Harper & Row, 1972), chapter 
18 passim. All these variants of the national security thesis share the notion that the mili- 
tarization of U.S. foreign policy was driven by its own internal dynamic. 
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warned Truman in October 1945 that the pell-mell disengagement of 
U.S. servicemen from overseas bases jeopardized the U.S. strategic posi- 
tion in the world. In January 1946, Under Secretary of State Dean Ache- 
son added that demobilization ‘“‘was a matter of great embarrassment 
and concern” to his own department in the conduct of foreign affairs.° 

Yet the Truman White House was unable to contain the overpowering 
public and bipartisan congressional outcry (accompanied by riots at 
overseas military bases in January 1946) for the early return home of 
American soldiers. Only a serious foreign crisis could have reversed this 
trend, and, for the time being, the administration did not publicize its 
misgivings about Soviet behavior. As a result, the U.S. armed forces shrank 
from about 12 million in June 1945 to 1.5 million in June 1947. Across- 
the-board cuts of specialists and combat veterans eroded the effectiveness 
of units even more than these figures would suggest.® 

Meanwhile, legislation for universal military training (UMT)—the White 
House-sponsored program that would have required virtually all young 
men to undergo paramilitary instruction—went nowhere on Capitol Hill. 
The War Department, reflecting army interests, recommended UMT over 
forces in being on the grounds of fiscal prudence and military efficacy. 
Yet some members of Congress strongly suspected that UMT, with its 
wholesale calling up of the country’s youth for military training, was 
somehow “un-American.” In April 1946, Congress extended the draft 
through March 1947 but forced the services to resort to voluntary re- 
cruitment between April 1947 and August 1948. The United States con- 
tinued to maintain the largest navy and air force in the world and to 
retain a monopoly on the atomic bomb. But after one takes into account 
the U.S. commitments in occupied territories, this country lacked the 
ground forces required to intervene in anything greater than a minor 
conflict, such as the territorial dispute between Italy and Yugoslavia over 
Venezia Giulia.” 


> Acheson quotation cited in Walter Millis, ed., The Forrestal Diaries (New York: Viking 
Press, 1951), 129; also, see Robert J. Donovan, Conflict and Crisis: The Presidency of 
Harry S. Truman, 1945-1948 (New York: W. W. Norton, 1977), 128; James F. Schnabel, 
The Joint Chiefs of Staff and National Policy, 1945-1947 (hereafter JCS), vol. 1 of The 
History of the Joint Chiefs of Staff (Washington, D.C.: JCS Joint Secretariat, Historical 

Division, 1979), 195-226. 

*Donovan, Conflict and Crisis, 129, 165, and 285; H. Bradford Westerfield, Foreign Policy 
and Party Politics: Pearl Harbor to Korea (New Haven, Conn.: Yale University Press, 
1955), 197-99. On across-the-board demobilization, Schnabel notes, “Less than two months 
after Japan’s capitulation, millions of Americans remained in uniform but the combat 
effectiveness of most units had declined from 50 to 75 percent although their authorized 
strength had declined by only a small percentage.” Schnabel, JCS, 212. 

7Donovan, Conflict and Crisis, 200; John Lewis Gaddis, The United States and the Origins 
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Although the pace and scale of demobilization dismayed the president 
and his advisers, almost everyone agreed that major cuts in defense spending 
were in order. Administration officials perceived no immediate threat to 
U.S. security and feared that the continuation of wartime expenditures 
and deficits, or anything approaching them, would mortgage the coun- 
try’s future. Although the war had demonstrated the power of expan- 
sionary fiscal policies to spur enormous growth and high employment, 
Keynesian economics (in the sense of major compensatory spending to 
stimulate the economy) had made little headway with the general public 
or Truman’s cabinet, which assigned priority to balancing the budget. 
Hence, the annual rate of military spending plunged from $90.9 billion 
in January 1945 to $10.3 billion during the second quarter of 1947.° The 
cessation of hostilities would have prompted sharp defense cutbacks in 
any case, but the fiscally conservative mood of the country caused what, 
in retrospect, appears to have been a precipitous dismantling of the U.S. 
military machine. 

No pervasive, national security “ideology” characterized U.S. military 
thinking in the early post-World War II period.? The disorganization, 
misconceptions, and infighting that had disrupted the military services 
before and during the war continued well into the postwar period. This 
does not mean that Pentagon officials did not engage in contingency 
planning for wars of the future, against the Soviet Union among other 
hypothetical enemies. Military planning, however, was not the same thing 
as actual defense programs, for the Truman administration did not be- 
lieve that the Soviet Union posed a direct military threat to the United 


of the Cold War, 1941-1947 (New York: Columbia University Press, 1972), 262. On the 
administration’s commitment to UMT, see War Department [unsigned], “Notes on Uni- 
versal Military Training,’’ n.d. [September 1945], Papers of Harry S. Truman, President’s 
Secretary’s File, Subject File, File: Agencies: Military Training, HSTL (hereafter cited as 
Papers of HST-PSF-Subject File); Stimson Statement before Cabinet meeting, 7 September 
1945, ibid. On the link between failure of UMT and expansion of the atomic program, 
see Lynn Eden, “Capitalist Conflict and the State: The Making of United States Military 
Policy,” in Charles Bright and Susan Harding, eds., Statemaking and Social Movements: 
Essays in History and Theory (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1984). 

8 Alan Sweezy, “The Keynesians and Government Policy, 1933-1939,” American Eco- 
nomic Review: Papers and Proceedings 62 (May 1972): 116-24; Byrd L. Jones, “The 
Role of Keynesians in Wartime Policy and Postwar Planning, 1940-1946,” ibid., 129- 
32; Herbert Stein, The Fiscal Revolution in America (Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 1969), 169-75; Robert M. Collins, The Business Response to Keynes, 1929-1964 
(New York: Columbia University Press, 1981), 77-141; Donovan, Conflict and Crisis, 
285. Ayers also notes Treasury Secretary John W. Snyder’s skepticism toward navy and 
army air force plans for defending “‘all the world,” at an annual price tag of $10 to $12 
billion, See Ayers Diary, 24 August 1945, Papers of Eben A. Ayers, File: January 1, 1945 
to December 31, 1945, HSTL (hereafter cited as Ayers Papers). 

°Cf. Sherry, Next War, passim; Yergin, Shattered Peace, passim; and Leffler, “American 
Conception of National Security,” passim. 
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States at the end of the war. Instead, the containment doctrine that evolved 
from early confrontation with the Soviet Union prescribed primary reli- 
ance upon the greatest U.S. asset of all, its economic power. 


Kennan and containment 


By early 1946, Soviet depredations in Eastern Europe, notably in Poland, 
had persuaded most U.S. policy makers that a lasting settlement with the 
Soviet Union was nearly impossible. Yet U.S. misgivings about Soviet 
conduct lacked coherent expression until February 1946, when George 
F. Kennan formulated the containment thesis from the vantage point of 
the U.S. embassy in Moscow.!° In his famous “long telegram,” Kennan 
argued that the Soviet foreign outlook postulated an unremitting hostility 
toward the West. In combination with Marxist-Leninist ideology, the 
current phase of Soviet expansionism was “more dangerous and insidi- 
ous than ever before.” The Kremlin used Marxism, “‘the fig leaf of their 
moral and intellectual respectability,” and the capitalist encirclement the- 
sis to justify the increased military and police power of the Soviet state. 
According to Kennan, the Soviets favored peaceful coexistence only to 
give them a breathing spell to recover from the war and a low-cost means 
to subvert the West: “We have here a political force committed fanati- 
cally to the belief that with US there can be no permanent modus vivendi, 
that it is desirable and necessary that the internal harmony of our society 
be destroyed, the international authority of our state be broken, if Soviet 
power is to be secure.” !! 


Given the impressive resources at the command of the Kremlin and the 
inflexibility of its outlook, what could the West do? Kennan first reas- 
sured Washington that the Soviets would respond to the logic of force, if 
not the logic of reason. The West was collectively stronger than the So- 


1°Even so, U.S. policies toward Eastern Europe continued to vacillate until late 1946 be- 
cause American officials never systematically defined U.S. goals and interests there. See 
Lynn Davis, The Cold War Begins: Soviet-American Conflict Over Eastern Europe 
(Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1974), 22-23, 70-75, 160; Geir Lundestad, 
The American Non-Policy Towards Eastern Europe, 1943-1947: Universalism in an 
Area Not of Essential Interest to the United States (New York: Humanities Press, 1975), 
429. In addition, bureaucratic momentum, or what Hugh De Santis terms “the image of 
ideological cooperation,” discouraged American diplomats from responding aggressively 
against the Soviets in the early postwar period. De Santis’s argument challenges Yergin’s 
thesis concerning the “Riga axioms.” Compare Hugh de Santis’s “Conflicting Images of 
the USSR: American Career Diplomats and the Balkans, 1944-1946,” Political Science 
Quarterly 94 (Fall 1979): 475-94 passim, with Yergin, Shattered Peace, 17-41. 

11 Quotations from Kennan to SecState, 22 February 1946, Foreign Relations of the United 
States, 1946, VI, 700-01, 706 (hereafter cited as FRUS). 
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viet Union, and the Kremlin had yet to consolidate its rule. Above all, the 
administration needed to educate the public about the realities of Soviet 
power and intransigence, to secure its allies against communist subver- 
sion, and to project a more positive image of American society to the 
world.}* 

Interestingly, Kennan’s telegram, generally considered the harbinger 
of the containment doctrine, offered no concrete recommendations for 
U.S. policy, other than a plea for the reeducation of the American public. 
Nowhere in the telegram, for instance, did Kennan prescribe greater eco- 
nomic or military aid to countries threatened by communist takeover. 
Nor did Kennan’s famous “X” article in the July 1947 issue of Foreign 
Affairs clarify the distinction between economic and military contain- 
ment.}? 

To Kennan’s surprise, the telegram created a sensation in official 
Washington. Unfortunately, the ambiguity of Kennan’s thesis allowed 
for varying interpretations.. The author had not intended to imply that 
negotiations with the Soviets were futile or that Moscow’s foreign policy 
was unalterably dedicated to war according to some set timetable. Yet 
some policy makers, notably Navy Secretary Forrestal, seized on its more 
militant passages to argue for much tougher policies against the Soviet 
Union and a general escalation in U.S. defense programs. Others were 
more restrained. Although Kennan’s “‘predictions and warnings could 
not have been better,” Dean Acheson comments in his memoirs, “‘we 
responded to them slowly.”!4 


Containment deferred 


Indeed, the Truman White House did not implement Kennan’s contain- 
ment doctrine for more than a year. And when it did, the administration 


22 Tbid., 706-09. 

3In addition, Kennan’s argument was ambiguous in that it identified, with varying degrees 
of emphasis, three major sources of Soviet conduct: traditional Russian imperialism; 
Marxist-Leninist (or Stalinist) ideology; and the insecurity of the Kremlin rulers stem- 
ming from the fragility of their internal power base. See X [George F. Kennan], “The 
Sources of Soviet Conduct,” Foreign Affairs 25 (July 1947): 566-82; C. Ben Wright, 
“Mr. ‘X’ and Containment,” Slavic Review 35 (March 1976): 7-9, 15-16, 28-31; Dan- 
iel F. Harrington, “Kennan, Bohlen, and the Riga Axioms,” Diplomatic History 2 (Fall 
1978): 425-27. 

4 Acheson quotation from Dean Acheson, Present at the Creation: My Years in the State 
Department (New York: New American Library, Signet Books, 1970), 209. On Forres- 
tal, see Yergin, Shattered Peace, 170-71; Millis, ed., Forrestal Diaries, 136, 140; Wright, 
“Mr. ‘X.”” 12-16. For examples of “militarist” interpretations of Kennan’s telegram, 
see Matthews to SWNCC, 1 April 1946, FRUS, 1946, I, 1167-71; JCS Memo, 27 March 
1946, ibid., 1160-65; McFarlane for JCS to SecState, 29 March 1946, ibid., 1165-66. 


212 RosBertT A. POLLARD 


did little to build up U.S. military capabilities, in effect opting for a policy 
of economic containment—the use of foreign aid, economic sanctions, 
and liberalization of trade and currency to block further Soviet expan- 
sion and to help America’s allies. Military containment—the rapid buildup 
of U.S. military power and the spread of the U.S. military presence around 
the globe to deter Soviet aggression—would not be adopted for several 
more years. 

The story of the Clifford-Elsey report illustrates the gap between offi- 
cial thinking and action in this period. In the summer of 1946, President 
Truman ordered Clark M. Clifford, his special counsel, to prepare a study 
on U.S.-Soviet relations. The senior officials whom Clifford and his aide, 
George M. Elsey, consulted generally painted an even gloomier picture 
of Soviet intentions and capabilities than had Kennan. Secretary of War 
Patterson, for example, warned, “We must envisage the possibility of the 
U.S.S.R. adopting open use of armed forces on a global scale.” He called 
for the development of “long range air power, supplemented by atomic 
and long range weapons, and adequate ground forces to hold and seize 
key areas.” Similarly, the State Department recommended the integration 
of all foreign economic, political, and defense programs for the purpose 
of deterring Soviet expansion. The final report denigrated negotiations 
with Moscow and fell just short of predicting war before long between 
the superpowers. !5 

When Clifford submitted the report to the president in September 1946, 
however, Truman said it was too “hot” to be circulated and locked away 
all the copies in his office safe. The president did not necessarily disagree 
with the report, but he realized that the public and the Congress were 
still unprepared for either an open confrontation with the Soviet Union 
or a military buildup so soon after the war. And Truman himself re- 
mained ambivalent about what action to take. As he wrote former vice- 
president John Nance Garner in September 1946, “There is too much 
loose talk about the Russian situation. We are not going to have any 
shooting trouble with them but they are tough bargainers and always ask 
for the whole earth, expecting maybe to get an acre.”’!® 


'S Quotation from Robert P. Patterson to the president, 27 July 1946, Papers of George M. 
Elsey, File: Russia, HSTL. Also, see Yergin, Shattered Peace, 243. 

16«“Hot” quotation cited in Richard M. Freeland, The Truman Doctrine and the Origins of 
McCarthyism: Foreign Policy, Domestic Politics, and Internal Security, 1946-1948 (New 
York: Schocken Books, 1974), 67. Also, see Yergin, Shattered Peace, 245; Donovan, 
Conflict and Crisis, 222. Truman had also backed down from publicizing the rift with 
the Soviet Union when Churchill delivered his “iron curtain” speech in March 1946. See 
ibid., 190-92. “Loose talk’’ quotation from Truman to Garner, 21 September 1946, 
Papers of HST-PSF-Subject File: Foreign Affairs, File: Russia 1945-48, HSTL. 
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For all the rhetoric about the Soviet threat, the administration sat on 
its hands. Although the president’s chief military aide, Admiral William 
D. Leahy, and others had warned Truman that the armed forces were 
gravely undermanned, demobilization and defense cuts continued apace. 
Nor did the atomic program accelerate. Truman claimed in October 1946 
that the United States had stationed no bombs in overseas bases, meaning 
that the then short-range U.S. “atomic”? bombers could not reach the 
Soviet Union in a general war. The U.S. atomic arsenal in the summer of 
1946 consisted of no more than seven Mark III (Nagasaki-type, “Fat 
Man”’) weapons. As late as April 1947, the newly operative Atomic En- 
ergy Commission told Truman that the armed forces still had very few 
bombs, none of them ready to be used, and that military bomb assembly 
teams were unprepared for a crisis.’” 

In the months preceding the enunciation of the Truman Doctrine, For- 
restal repeatedly complained that U.S. overseas commitments greatly ex- 
ceeded U.S. military capabilities. Yet for both political and bureaucratic 
reasons, Pentagon policies and programs continued to lag behind the 
containment doctrine. The struggle over the unification of the armed forces 
had exhausted much of the Pentagon’s credibility on the Hill, as well as 
in the White House. Budgetary pressures also encouraged the administra- 
tion to pin its hopes on a national defense built around atomic weapons, 
however few, and around UMT, however chimerical. Furthermore, the 
Clifford-Elsey report itself recognized that economic power was Ameri- 
ca’s strong suit in the battle against communism.'® 

The main instruments of economic containment, of course, were the 
Truman Doctrine and the Marshall Plan. Discussion of these landmark 
programs lies largely outside the scope of this essay, but it is worth men- 


For Leahy’s warning, see Leahy to Truman, 12 March 1946, Papers of HST-PSF-Subject 
File: Agencies, File: Military-Army-Navy unification, HSTL. Truman was commenting 
on a report by Drew Pearson about U.S. stationing of atomic bombs in Germany or 
England, a story the president branded a “lie.” See Ayers Diary, 14 October 1946, Ayers 
Papers, File: Diary (Ayers) 1946, HSTL. Also, see Schnabel, JCS, 294. On the size and 
readiness of the U.S. atomic arsenal, see also David Alan Rosenberg, “U.S. Nuclear Stock- 
pile, 1945 to 1950,” Bulletin of Atomic Scientists 38 (May 1982): 261. 

'8On Forrestal, see Millis, ed., Forrestal Diaries, 198, 236, 239-40. On constraints on 
military programs, see Donovan, Conflict and Crisis, 138-140, 172, 200-02, 222, 265. 
CEA Chairman Nourse told Truman that a $3 to $5 billion “budget surplus is urgently 
called for” in this period. See Nourse to Truman, “Budget Estimate of Expenditures,” 13 
December 1946, Papers of Edwin G. Nourse, File: Daily Diary 1946-47, Memorandum 
of contacts with President and the White House Staff, December 3-28, HSTL (hereafter 
cited as “Nourse Papers”). Truman endorsed the JCS’s view in January 1947 that UMT 
was necessary until scientists perfected “the so-called ‘push button’ type of warfare.” 
Truman to Karl T, Compton, 17 January 1947, Papers of HST-PSF-Subject File: Agen- 
cies, File: Military Training, HSTL. 
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tioning here a few points about their relationship to U.S. security aims. 
First, whereas the Greek-Turkish aid bill focused on measures to counter 
the alleged communist aggression against those countries, the Truman 
Doctrine itself was designed primarily to overcome public and congres- 
sional opposition to direct U.S. involvement in Europe, notably a com- 
prehensive reconstruction program. To Acheson, the significance of the 
Truman Doctrine lay as much in its impact on the morale and security of 
Western Europe as in its impact on Greece and Turkey. 

Despite the president’s universalistic rhetoric, moreover, the adminis- 
tration had neither the inclination nor the means to police the world 
against communism. Given continued budgetary constraints, U.S. con- 
tainment policy before the Korean War consisted largely of nonmilitary 
measures to bolster Western Europe, rather than armed might. Thus, the 
Truman Doctrine did not herald either the militarization of American 
society or the commitment of the United States to contain communism 
everywhere.” 

Similarly, the chief purpose of the Marshall Plan was to immunize 
Western Europe against the seeming contagion of communism without 
massive U.S. rearmament. Before the Senate Foreign Relations Commit- 
tee in January 1948, Secretary of State Marshall testified that the Euro- 
pean Recovery Program would fulfill U.S. aims in World War II by re- 
storing the balance of power in Europe. As he put it, “The way of life we 
have known is literally in the balance.” Without the aid program, the 
United States risked a world war that would require “tremendous appro- 
priations for national security.”’”° 


The abortive rearmament of 1948 and 
defense budgets before the Korean War 


The second episode that is commonly cited as a flashpoint in the cold war 
is the March 1948 war scare. Some scholars have detected a major shift 
in U.S. defense planning during this period. One historian, for instance, 


'?Tohn Lewis Gaddis, ‘“‘Was the Truman Doctrine a Real Turning Point?” Foreign Affairs 
52 (January 1974): 386-92. Cf. Thomas G. Paterson, Soviet-American Confrontation: 
Postwar Reconstruction and the Origins of the Cold War (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins 
University Press, 1973), 206; Freeland, Truman Doctrine, 99-102; Kolko, Limits, 336- 
45. 

20 Marshall quotations of 8 January 1948 from U.S., Congress, Senate Committee on For- 
eign Relations, European Recovery Program, Hearings on S. 2202, pt. 1, 80th Cong., 2d 
sess., 1948, 10, 36. 
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states that the “events in Czechoslovakia provided impetus to move to a 

new level of military preparedness.””! In fact, the crises of 1948 only 

exposed the limitations of U.S. conventional military forces and the over- 
reliance of U.S. military planners on atomic power. 

It is true that the March crisis gave rise to a momentary enthusiasm in 
Washington for increased defense spending. Addressing a joint session of 
Congress on 17 March 1948, President Truman denounced the “pattern”’ 
of Soviet aggression and communist subversion in Czechoslovakia, Fin- 
land, Greece, and Italy and expressed support for the Brussels Pact. The 
president again sought authorization of a universal military training pro- 
gram because, he said, “‘we have learned the importance of maintaining 
military strength as a means of preventing war.” Truman also asked 
Congress to restore the draft for five years in order to expand the regular 
armed forces. These conventional forces, the administration believed, would 
offer a more flexible deterrent against Soviet aggression than would atomic 
weapons.” 

The military services sought to capitalize on the spring crisis by de- 
manding a sharp boost in defense spending. ‘“The President commented 
that every department of the government now has gone warlike,” an aide 
noted in late March. Truman favored only a $1.5 billion supplement to 
the fiscal 1949 budget, with an emphasis on UMT and a limited incre- 
ment of ground troops, because the Bureau of the Budget had convinced 
him that a sharp rise in military expenditures would create deficits and 
fuel inflation. Yet after intense lobbying by the services, Truman agreed 
to meet the Pentagon partway. On 1 April 1948, Truman requested $3 
billion (subsequently raised to $3.2 billion) in supplemental defense ap- 
propriations from Congress, including $775 million more for aircraft pro- 
curement.?? 

The debate within the administration over the defense budget had just 
begun, however. Forrestal had persuaded the Joint Chiefs of Staff (JCS) 
21 Quotation from Yergin, Shattered Peace, 350. 
22Truman quotations from Harry $. Truman, “Toward Securing Peace and Preventing War,” 

Speech before Congress, 17 March 1948, DSB 18 (28 March 1948): 419, 420. 

3 For Truman quotation, see Ayers Diary, 23 March 1948, Ayers Papers, File: Diary 1948- 
Ayers, HSTL. On interservice rivalry and the supplemental appropriations of spring 1948, 
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to drop their original, $9 billion supplemental request by promising that 
he could increase the supplement before Congress from $3 billion to $3.5 
billion. Proponents of air power in Congress and the administration, no- 
tably Air Force Secretary W. Stuart Symington, also demanded increased 
funding for air procurement and a seventy-group force. Truman instead 
favored a gradual and balanced military buildup stressing defense mobi- 
lization capabilities over standing forces. When Forrestal later failed to 
persuade the services to accept the president’s guidelines, Truman told 
his staff that he was “‘getting damn sore” at the secretary of defense. 
According to the president, the “three muttonheads” in the Department 
of Defense—Forrestal, Symington, and Army Secretary Kenneth C. Roy- 
all—were responsible for undermining UMT by stirring up congressional 
support for their own pet projects.** 
The armed services gained $3.2 billion in supplemental appropriations 
in May 1948, but they had won a Pyrrhic victory. On 13 May 1948, 
President Truman summoned Forrestal, the service secretaries, the Joint 
Chiefs of Staff, and top budget officials to the White House. The com- 
mander in chief announced his intention to withhold procurement funds 
that the House had designated for a seventy-group air force and to put a 
ceiling of $14.4 billion (excluding $600 million in stockpiling) on the 
fiscal 1950 budget. Truman contemplated no more than “the develop- 
ment of a military posture which would give evidence of continuing firm- 
ness in world affairs” —a signal to Moscow that the United States was 
prepared to rearm if necessary. The White House program called for 
total manpower levels of 1,539,000 by September 1948 if Congress en- 
acted selective service, only 165,000 more than the postwar low reached 
in February and well below what Forrestal and the JCS had recom- 
mended.”5 
The Berlin crisis, beginning just a month later, in June 1948, further 
exposed the weakness of U.S. forces, as well as, some would argue, the 
24 4 Truman explained in an off-the-record talk in April 1948, he wished to avoid a repeat 
of the boom-and-bust cycle after World War I. In light of the rapid obsolescence of 
aircraft, he added, a sudden expansion of airpower would lead to waste. ““The proper 
way to approach this thing,” the president stated, “is to take the construction program 
on a basis that will keep us linked up all the time, so that we can put these factories to 
work immediately, if that is necessary.” See Ayers transcript of Truman speech before 
American Society of Newspaper Editors, 17 April 1948, Ayers Papers, File: Foreign Pol- 
icy: Russian Relations, HSTL. For Truman on Forrestal, see Ayers Diary, 21 April 1948, 
Ayers Papers, File: Diary 1948-Ayers, HSTL. For Truman on “muttonheads,” see Ayers 
Diary, 26 April 1948, ibid. 
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Truman quotation from ibid., 436. 
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absence of a strategic concept in U.S. military planning. Although the 
United States deployed several dozen B-29s to forward bases in England 
during July and August 1948, none of the so-called atomic bombers had 
been modified to carry atomic weapons. Washington never seriously con- 
sidered the use of armed convoys to break the Berlin blockade, moreover, 
in part because the army could not spare a sizable contingent of combat 
troops.?6 

By capping the fiscal 1950 defense budget at $14.4 billion, the presi- 
dent had seemingly ordered the military services to adapt their programs 
to prescribed budgetary limits, rather than to what the world situation 
seemed to require. Forrestal, responding to strong JCS pressure for more 
funds, sought to outflank Truman’s economic advisers by soliciting the 
support of the State Department in November 1948. Secretary of State 
Marshall, however, told Forrestal, ‘“We must expect for the current fiscal 
year a [world] situation which is neither better nor worse than that which 
we have found in 1948 insofar as it affects the ceiling of our military 
establishment.”’ State Department Counselor Charles E. Bohlen added 
that the main deterrents to Soviet aggression remained strategic air power 
and the “‘productive potential of the United States.’ Following Forres- 
tal’s departure in early 1949, Truman actually sought to clip another 
$1 billion off the Pentagon’s $14.4 billion budget.?’ 

For its part, the Republican-controlled Eightieth Congress in effect 
opted for a strategy based on atomic weapons by soundly defeating UMT, 
cutting back the president’s proposed selective service measure from five 
to two years, and voting start-up funding for a larger air force than Tru- 
man had requested. Although U.S. atomic capabilities had greatly im- 
proved by the fall of 1948, the bomb was still regarded as a weapon of 
last resort. Moreover, David Rosenberg has pointed out, “Through 1950, 
the nuclear stockpile was ... too small and the weapons too large and 
unwieldy to be used against true tactical targets, such as troops and 
transportation bottlenecks.” The United States, in short, lacked a credi- 


6 Yergin, Shattered Peace, 378-80. 

27In October 1948, Forrestal argued for a defense budget of $17.5 billion, compared with 
Truman’s $14.4 billion, for fiscal 1950. See Forrestal to Marshall, 31 October 1948, 
Clifford Papers, File: National Military Establishment-Miscellaneous, HSTL. In Decem- 
ber, Forrestal requested, but failed to achieve, a $16.9 billion budget (compared with the 
JCS’s request for $23 billion). “Productive potential” quotation from Bohlen to Carter, 
7 November 1948, FRUS, 1948, I, pt. 2, 654. Marshall quotation from Marshall to 
Lovett (Forrestal), 8 November 1948, ibid., 655. Also, see Forrestal to Marshall, 31 
October 1948, ibid., 644—47; Lovett to Marshall, 1 November 1948, ibid., 647—48; 
Lovett to Marshall, 2 November 1948, ibid., 648—54; Millis, ed., Forrestal Diaries, 492— 
95, 498-99, 501-05, 508-11, 535-36, 538; Rearden, OSD, chapter IX. 
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ble deterrent in Europe.”® The quarrels within the U.S. government over 
military strategy, however, should not obscure the similarity in approach 
by the various parties to the budgetary question: Everyone was looking 
for a cheap alternative to forces in being. 

Even in the face of greatly expanded U.S. commitments in Western 
Europe, the administration sought to keep defense budgets below $15 
billion. In fact, at precisely the same moment that the administration was 
pressing for final passage of the North Atlantic Treaty (and was about to 
introduce military aid legislation), the president directed the National 
Security Council (NSC) to explore new ways to reduce spending in fiscal 
1951 (NSC 52). With the onset of a recession, Truman argued in July 
1949, the combination of declining revenues and rising expenditures had 
brought about “‘such a serious fiscal and economic problem that a com- 
plete reevaluation of current and proposed programs is required.’’ Do- 
mestic expenditures, in Truman’s estimation, had already been cut to the 
bone, so he instructed the NSC to look for fat in military and interna- 
tional programs. (He expected European recovery to reduce the need for 
extensive foreign aid programs.)”? 

The Bureau of the Budget sought to meet Truman’s objectives by cut- 
ting the defense budget from $14.4 billion in fiscal 1950 to $13 billion in 
fiscal 1951. It also sliced Marshall Plan funds, military aid, and other 
international programs roughly in half. By the Budget Bureau’s calcula- 
tions in July 1949, military and international programs should have cost 
about $5 billion less in fiscal 1951 ($17.8 billion) than they did in fiscal 
1950 ($23 billion).°° 

In late September 1949—as the communists were sweeping to victory 
in mainland China and the Truman administration was discovering that 
the Soviets had exploded an atomic device—the NSC determined that the 
Defense Department “can, under the $13 billion ceiling allocated to it in 
NSC 52/1, maintain substantially the same degree of military strength, 
readiness and posture during [fiscal] 1951 which it will maintain in [fis- 
cal] 1950.” The Council of Economic Advisers (CEA) did not foresee a 


?8 Quotation from David Alan Rosenberg, “The Origins of Overkill: Nuclear Weapons and 
American Strategy, 1945-1960,” International Security 7 (Spring 1983): 16. Also, see 
idem, “American Atomic Strategy and the Hydrogen Bomb Decision,” Journal of Amer- 
ican History 66 (June 1979): 62-87; Eden, “Capitalist Conflict,” in Bright and Harding, 
eds., Statemaking. 

29Souers to NSC, NSC $2, 5 July 1949, with attached Truman to Souers, 1 July 1949, 
FRUS, 1949, I, 350, 351. 

3°Lay to NSC, 8 July 1949, NSC 52/1, with attached Pace “Summary Tabulation,” 8 July 
1949, ibid., 352-57. 
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continuation of the current recession into 1950, and CEA Chairman Ed- 
win Nourse made a strong pitch for austerity. ““The strains on our econ- 
omy of increasing the deficit with its attendant problems,” notably higher 
inflation, would pose “no less a risk than our military and diplomatic 
risks,”’ Nourse argued, and “‘any jeopardy to our domestic industry had 
also to be considered as jeopardy to our national security.” The Treasury 
Department, too, pleaded for spending cuts to combat the widening fed- 
eral deficits. With the CEA, Budget Bureau, Treasury, and even Defense 
Secretary Johnson squarely lined up against them, the JCS and other pro- 
ponents of rearmament were fighting a losing battle.>1 

In the fall of 1949, the president, despairing of the chances for an 
agreement on the international control of atomic energy, reluctantly ap- 
proved the substantial increase in nuclear weapons production that the 
JCS had requested. But Truman was determined to hold down other de- 
fense programs. In his annual budget message on 9 January 1950, the 
chief executive asked for $13.5 billion for the fiscal 1951 defense budget, 
a 10 percent cut from the previous year. (In May 1950, the House of 
Representatives went even further, voting only $12.9 billion for the Pen- 
tagon.) The result was a partial demobilization of the armed forces from 
1,617,000 in July 1949 to 1,460,000 on the eve of the Korean War.*? 

The rationale behind the Truman administration’s position on defense 
spending was the widely shared conviction that the Soviets would prob- 
ably not launch a general war in the near future and that burdensome 
military expenditures were not a cost-effective way to meet the Soviet 
threat. Economic and military assistance was still regarded as the most 
efficient means of supporting the Atlantic alliance, although as Europe 
recovered, U.S. foreign aid programs could be scaled down. Surprisingly, 
this viewpoint prevailed even as key officials, notably Secretary of State 
Dean Acheson, became increasingly alarmed by the Soviet threat. In April 


3!The NSC approved the Bureau of the Budget’s cut of the ECA budget (from $4.2 to $3 
billion) but hoped to maintain MAP at about $1 to $1.5 billion. Altogether, the NSC 
adopted a package of foreign and military programs costing $19 to $20 billion. Nourse 
quotation from Memo to President on 46th Meeting of NSC, 30 September 1949, Papers 
of HST-PSF-Subject File: NSC Meetings, File: Memos for President—Meeting Discus- 
sions (1949), HSTL. On CEA, see also Clarence Yin-Hsieh Lo, ‘“‘The Truman Adminis- 
tration’s Military Budgets during the Korean War” (Ph.D. diss., University of California 
at Berkeley, 1978), 150; Nourse Memo, 30 September 1949, FRUS, 1949, I, 394-96. 
Quotation by NSC from NSC to Truman, NSC 52/3, 29 September 1949, 387; also, see 
ibid., 388—93. On Treasury Department, see Memo by Acting Secretary of Treasury, 29 
September 1949, ibid., 393-94. 

32On nuclear weapons production, see Rosenberg, “Overkill,” 21-22. Also, see Robert J. 
Donovan, Tumultuous Years: The Presidency of Harry S. Truman, 1949-1953, 132. 


220 ROBERT A. POLLARD 


1950, for instance, with deficits of $4 billion to $8 billion looming for 
each of the next three fiscal years, Budget Director Frederick J. Lawton 
contemplated cuts in fiscal 1953 of $500 million from defense expendi- 
tures (to $13 billion) and cuts of $3 billion from foreign aid programs. 
This evidence, incidentally, directly contradicts the view that Truman 
sought to fight the 1949-50 recession with rearmament.°? 

Defense Secretary Johnson has suffered more criticism for the inade- 
quacy of U.S. defense programs on the eve of the Korean War than have 
Truman and his economic advisers—Nourse, Treasury Secretary John 
W. Snyder, and the successive budget directors, James E. Webb (1946— 
49), Frank Pace, Jr. (1949-50), and Lawton (1950-53). Whatever his 
record on other issues, Johnson probably has been unfairly maligned for 
his position on the defense budget, for he was simply following his chief’s 
orders. If anyone deserved credit or blame for the U.S. military posture 
before June 1950, it was Harry S. Truman.*4 


Origins of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization 


The one concrete accomplishment of the Truman administration in the 
defense field during the 1948-50 period was the North Atlantic Treaty 
Organization (NATO), but in its inception the “entangling alliance’ was 
little more than a political adjunct to the Marshall Plan. The main im- 
petus for the Western defense organization came from the European al- 
lies themselves rather than the United States. The Brussels Pact countries, 
particularly France and Britain, insisted that defense planning and coor- 
dination could not go forward without a firm U.S. commitment to Eu- 
ropean security. Membership in NATO was also part of the price that 
Washington had to pay before France would permit West German recon- 
struction and statehood—and eventual German rearmament. (The other 
U.S. inducement to Paris was the Marshall Plan.)3> The British and the 
33Lawton to Truman, “Current Issues Regarding the 1952 and 1953 Budgets,” 19 April 
1950, Papers of HST-PSF-Subject File, File: BOB: Budget Data—FY 1952-1953, HSTL. 
34CEA members Nourse and Keyserling, who agreed on very little else, both contended 
that Truman, rather than Forrestal and Johnson, was primarily responsible for the low 
defense budgets before the Korean War. See Oral History Interviews with Edwin G. Nourse, 
1972, HSTL, 45—49, and Leon H. Keyserling, 1975, HSTL, 116-18. Cf. Leon H. Key- 
serling, “The View from the Council of Economic Advisers,” in Francis H. Heller, ed., 
Economics and the Truman Administration (Lawrence: Regents Press of Kansas, 1981), 
89-90. 
35For the Franco-German thesis on NATO’s origins, see Timothy P. Ireland, Creating the 


Entangling Alliance: The Origins of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (Westport, 
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French had no illusions about Moscow’s intentions and feared commu- 
nist encroachment on a united, but neutralized, Germany. In January 
1948, British Foreign Minister Ernest Bevin proposed the formation of a 
“West European Union” of states in association with the United States. 
“The plain truth,”’ the British ambassador informed Under Secretary of 
State Robert A. Lovett, “‘is that Western Europe cannot yet stand on its 
own feet without assurance of support.’’*° 

U.S. policy makers at first gave only lukewarm encouragement to the 
Europeans. “Some form of political, military and economic union in 
Western Europe will be necessary,” the Policy Planning Staff (PPS) con- 
cluded in a major review of U.S. foreign policy in February 1948, “if the 
free nations of Europe are to hold their own against the people of the 
east united under Moscow rule.”’ But George F. Kennan believed that the 
Marshall Plan countries should consolidate their economic and political 
gains before proceeding to a military pact and argued that the United 
States should avoid a close association with any European security or- 
ganization. Others, such as the director of the Office of European Affairs, 
John D. Hickerson, looked more favorably on an Atlantic pact but de- 
manded European initiative and self-help (as in the Marshall Plan) before 
the United States participated.*” 

The Czech coup and the ensuing war scare of March 1948 catalyzed 
official opinion behind the Western alliance. On March 12, Secretary of 
State Marshall told the British that the United States was “prepared to 
proceed at once in the joint discussions on the establishment of an Atlan- 
tic security system.” A week later, the NSC called for “a worldwide 
counteroffensive” against the Soviet bloc, including U.S. military aid to 
the West European Union. Secret consultations with British and Cana- 
dian officials began at the Pentagon shortly thereafter.*® 

The Americans were still not enthusiastic about an open-ended secu- 


36On Bevin, see Inverchapel to Marshall, 13 January 1948, FRUS, 1948, Ill, 3-6. “Plain 
truth” quotation from Inverchapel to Lovett, 27 January 1948, ibid., 14. Also, see Inver- 
chapel to Lovett, 6 February 1948, ibid., 19-20. 

37 Quotation from Kennan to Lovett, 24 February 1948, with attached PPS/23, FRUS, 1948, 
I, pt. 2, 510. Also, see Kennan to Marshall, 20 January 1948, FRUS, 1948, II, 7-8; 
Hickerson Memcon, 21 January 1948, ibid., 9-12. 

38 Marshall quotation from Marshall to Inverchapel, 12 March 1948, FRUS, 1948, III, 48; 
also, see Hickerson to Marshall, 8 March 1948, ibid., 40-42. NSC quotation from Souers 
to NSC, NSC 7, 20 March 1948, FRUS, 1948, I, pt. 2, 548, 550. The ‘Pentagon talks” 
resulted in recommendations for the expansion of the West European Union to include 
the Scandinavian countries; the eventual inclusion of Germany, Austria, and Spain; 
Anglo-American guarantees to Greece, Turkey, and Iran; and continuing political and 
military consultations between the U.S. and the West European Union. See Minutes of 
6th Meeting of Pentagon Talks, 1 April 1948, FRUS, 1948, III, 71-75. 
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rity commitment to Western Europe, however. The JCS were wary of 
assuming commitments beyond U.S. military capabilities and concerned 
about the virtual exhaustion of World War II stocks of equipment. (As a 
result of JCS pressure, the later military aid legislation would specifically 
prohibit the depletion of matériel needed by U.S. forces.) Congress also 
disapproved of extensive military aid, let alone a hard-and-fast alliance 
with Western Europe, while Marshall Plan legislation was still pending. 
“The general feeling of Congress,” Lovett reported to the NSC in May 
1948, “‘is that we should not formalize our participation in Western Union 
military talks but that we should merely send observers.’’>? 

Senator Arthur H. Vandenberg (R-Mich.), a barometer of bipartisan 
opinion, finally drafted a Senate resolution (approved in June 1948) that 
opened the way to U.S. membership in NATO. The Vandenberg Reso- 
lution stated that U.S. participation in any collective security agreement 
did not automatically commit the United States to go to war in case of 
aggression against another member country. Congressional approval, in 
other words, was still necessary. Moreover, the European countries, as 
in the European Recovery Program (ERP), would have to provide recip- 
rocal aid. In July 1948, the NSC approved military assistance to Western 
Europe on this basis.*° 

During the same month, amid the Berlin crisis, exploratory talks on 
Western defense began in Washington. Although the Europeans de- 
manded concrete assurances of U.S. military support, U.S. officials at this 
point favored shipping matériel in lieu of more troops to Europe. Part of 


3° Opposition to a NATO-like organization came from several quarters, most notably Ken- 
nan, who did not participate in many of the decisions in this period because of a trip to 
Japan and a subsequent illness in March—April 1948. Kennan’s ability to counter the 
strong tide in Washington favoring U.S. association with the West European Union was 
also tempered by the fact that in his absence, the PPS in PPS/27 had endorsed U.S. military 
consultations leading to a pact with the West European countries. See PPS/27, 23 March 
1948, FRUS, 1948, III, 61-64; Kennan to Lovett, 29 April 1948, ibid., 109-10. The 
NSC substantially adopted the viewpoint of PPS/27 on the West European Union. See 
NSC 9, 13 April 1948, ibid., 85-88. For Kennan’s misgivings about NATO, see also 
Kennan, Memoirs, 396-414. For JCS comments on NSC 7, see Forrestal to NSC, 17 
April 1948, FRUS, 1948, I, pt. 2, 561-64; also, see Rearden, OSD, chapter XIII. For 
Lovett quotation, see Memo to the President on 11th Meeting of NSC, 21 May 1948, 
Papers of HST-PSF-Subject File: NSC Meetings, File: Memo for President—Meeting Dis- 
cussions (1948), HSTL. 

4°For Vandenberg Resolution, see Senate Resolution 239, 11 June 1948, FRUS, 1948, III, 
135-36. On NSC approval of an Atlantic pact along the lines of the Vandenberg Reso- 
lution, see NSC 9/3, 28 June 1948, ibid., 140-41. On military aid, see NSC 14/1, 1 July 
1948, FRUS, 1948, I, pt. 2, 585-88; Lawrence S. Kaplan, A Community of Interests: 
NATO and the Military Assistance Program, 1948-1951 (Washington, D.C.: U.S. Gov- 
ernment Printing Office, 1980), 14-15, 19-23. Also, see Yergin, Shattered Peace, 354, 
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their reticence was due to the lingering isolationism among the American 
public, but aside from domestic constraints, senior policy makers did not 
believe that a major U.S. military presence was necessary. Charles Boh- 
len, for example, doubted the Soviets would attack Western Europe and 
valued the new alliance primarily for its “psychological” impact, espe- 
cially upon French morale. Thus, when the Washington talks concluded 
in September 1948, the U.S. role in the proposed Atlantic security pact 
was conceived largely in terms of political and material support. As Mar- 
shall told Defense Secretary Forrestal in November, ‘““We should not, at 
this stage, proceed to build up U.S. ground forces for the express purpose 
of employing them in Western Europe.” The administration still hesi- 
tated to make public its plans for military assistance. In testimony before 
the Senate Foreign Relations Committee in July 1949, Dean Acheson, the 
new secretary of state, affirmed that the treaty required the United States 
neither to provide military aid nor to send additional troops to Europe. 
On 21 July 1949, the Senate approved the North Atlantic Treaty by a 
margin of eighty-two to thirteen.* 

Yet as the French never tired of pointing out, NATO remained no 
more than a paper treaty until Congress approved a military aid program 
(MAP) to help rearm Western Europe. European anxiety was under- 
standable: about ten U.S. and West European divisions, for the most part 
ill-equipped and poorly trained, faced more than thirty Soviet divisions 
in Eastern and Central Europe alone. Interestingly, however, economic 
considerations played a prominent role even in Washington’s planning 
for MAP. Policy makers above all wished to ensure that European re- 
armament did not undercut the Marshall Plan. As the Foreign Assistance 
Correlation Committee, an interdepartmental committee on military aid, 
stated in February 1949, “Economic recovery must not be sacrificed to 
rearmament and must continue to be given a clear priority. . .. Of basic 
importance is recognition of the limits of U.S. financial and economic aid 
available.””42 


41«Peychological” quotation from Memo of 3rd Meeting of Working Group, Washington 
Exploratory Talks, 15 July 1948, FRUS, 1948, III, p. 186. Also, see Bohlen Memcon, 6 
August 1948, ibid., 206; Marshall to Truman, 23 August 1948, ibid., 221-22; Memo, 
“Washington Exploratory Conversations on Security,” 9 September 1948, ibid., 237— 
48; Memo by Brussels Pact Ambassadors to Department of State, 29 October 1948, ibid., 
270; Kennan to Marshall and Lovett, with attached PPS Report, 24 November 1948, 
ibid., 284-85; Lovett to Harriman, 3 December 1948, ibid., 305; Kaplan, NATO, 35. 
On Acheson’s relations with Congress regarding the North Atlantic Treaty, see Acheson, 
Present at the Creation, 364-76. On SFRC testimony, see ibid., 375-76. On congres- 
sional debate on the NAT, see Ireland, Alliance, 119-48. 

* Quotation from FACC Policy Paper, 7 February 1949, FRUS, 1949, I, 254-55. On MAP 
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Congress significantly revised the MAP legislation for fiscal 1950, tightly 
restricting executive discretion to disburse funds. The military aid ini- 
tially intended for NATO countries was cut to $100 million, and as of 
April 1950, a mere $42 million of the total $1 billion in MAP funds 
authorized for NATO had been obligated, with only token shipments 
reaching European shores. Nonetheless, the administration had provided 
a major boost to European morale and unity at a time of military weak- 
ness and insecurity.” 

The State Department, rather than the Defense Department, adminis- 
tered MAP because the program’s main purpose was, like the ERP, to 
buttress the political and economic stability of Western Europe rather 
than to build a war machine capable of fighting the Red Army. Unfortu- 
nately, this concept of NATO as a politico-military adjunct to the Mar- 
shall Plan reinforced the European propensity to defer both rearmament 
and the formulation of an integrated defense plan. Wary of endorsing a 
strategy that could entail a prolonged and destructive “‘liberation” of the 
Continent from Soviet occupation, many Europeans persuaded them- 
selves that the mere existence of a political alliance with the United States 
was a sufficient deterrent against Soviet aggression. Yet until the assign- 
ment of U.S. ground troops to NATO in 1951, Timothy Ireland observes, 
“none of the American policies for Europe . . . implied permanent Amer- 
ican involvement in continental affairs.”’ Indeed, the Marshall Plan and 
the military aid program had been specifically designed to restore the 
balance of power in Europe so that direct U.S. military intervention would 
be unnecessary.** 


Business and rearmament 


One might suppose that military leaders would have been able to recruit 
powerful backing for rearmament in the corporate boardrooms of Amer- 


and security organization, see Ireland, Alliance, 153-63. Averell Harriman also linked 
U.S. support of West European Union to the success of the Marshall Plan. See Harriman 
to Lovett, 12 November 1948, 840.50 Recovery Series (Marshall Plan), Confidential Dec- 
imal File 1945-49, File: 840.50 Recovery/11-148, NA (hereafter cited as Recovery se- 
ries). For fears that military aid could stall European recovery, see, e.g., Minutes of Third 
Meeting of Washington Exploratory Talks, 17 July 1948, FRUS, 1948, III, 157-58. 

3 Although the Congress authorized $1.3 billion in military aid for fiscal 1950 (with about 
$1 billion earmarked for NATO countries), it required the NATO countries to reach an 
integrated defense plan (achieved in January 1950) before the executive could release the 
bulk of authorized MAP funds. Other amendments limited the funds available to accel- 
erate arms production in Europe. By delaying final passage of the Mutual Defense Assis- 
tance Act to October 1949, the Congress further slowed Western rearmament. See Kap- 
lan, NATO, 41-49, 68, 77. 

“ Quotation from Ireland, Alliance, 183. Also, see Kaplan, NATO, 72-77. 
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ica. After all, it was commonly acknowledged that the fat government 
contracts during the war had ended the Great Depression and generated 
record profits for U.S. business. Yet business opinion was overwhelm- 
ingly opposed to both Keynesian fiscal policies and a large peacetime 
military establishment. “Business leaders recognized that the economic 
recovery brought about by World War II had provided them with a final 
chance to build a prosperous peacetime economy under private direc- 
tion,” one scholar found in his study of businessmen and national de- 
fense. Corporate leaders generally supported an end to government con- 
trols and the reduction of federal spending and taxes. Truman’s decision 
to slash military expenditures at the end of the war met with applause on 
Wall Street, and most businessmen heartily approved the president’s move 
in May 1948 to cap the defense budget at $14.4 billion. Even during the 
1949 recession, organizations such as the Chamber of Commerce of the 
United States and the Committee for Economic Development (CED) con- 
tinued to demand cuts in federal outlays, including military expenditures, 
in order to balance the budget.** 

Some private groups, such as the National Planning Association, how- 
ever, favored government intervention to ensure high levels of postwar 
employment and production. Yet by 1945, most business leaders no longer 
feared demobilization, because the massive accumulated savings of con- 
sumers during the war promised strong postwar demand. Although many 
government analysts were predicting a postwar depression, manufactur- 
ers were generally confident that they could quickly reconvert to civilian 
output and find markets. Indeed, just a year later, inflation clearly posed 
a greater danger to the U.S. economy than unemployment. The Chamber 
of Commerce and the National Association of Manufacturers (NAM) 
probably spoke for most businessmen in calling for an end to high taxes, 
wage-price controls, and deficit spending, which they associated with ex- 
cess demand and inflation.*¢ 

Demobilization affected different industries in different ways. In Au- 
gust 1946, just one year after the war had ended, munitions procurement 
fell to less than 10 percent of wartime levels. Aircraft manufacturers were 
especially hard hit and clamored for federal relief. Production of military 
airplanes fell from 96,000 in 1944 to 1,800 in 1947, and civilian demand 
came nowhere close to filling the gap. The aviation industry finally re- 
45 Quotation from William S. Hill, Jr., “The Business Community and National Defense: 

Corporate Leaders and the Military” (Ph.D. diss., Stanford University, 1980), 16. Also, 
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vived after the March 1948 war scare, as the Congress more than dou- 
bled the budget for the air force and naval air in fiscal 1949, compared 
with the previous year.*” 

The aircraft industry was an exception to the rule, however. Steel and 
automobile manufacturers, for instance, easily reconverted to civilian 
production and had little or no desire for military business (which suf- 
fered from the boom-and-bust syndrome) when they were struggling to 
meet consumer demand. Steel shipments to the government for military 
purposes in 1946-50 amounted to less than 2 percent of total industry 
output. And the postwar boom in housing more than compensated for 
the drop in military base construction.** 

Business sentiment on fiscal policy, let alone the defense budget, did 
not shift markedly even with the onset of the first postwar recession be- 
ginning in late 1948. When the economy took a turn for the worse, the 
CED, NAM, and Chamber of Commerce called for further decreases in 
defense spending in order to offset declining revenues. Secretary of Com- 
merce Charles Sawyer reported that “business leaders everywhere ex- 
pressed enthusiastic approval of reductions in the military budget.” Even 
the aircraft industry was fairly acquiescent; by 1949, it was operating at 
high capacity and had a backlog of orders exceeding $2 billion.*? 

On most issues, the business community was divided into innumerable 
factions: large and small producers, internationally and domestically ori- 
ented sectors, New Dealers, and laissez-faire enthusiasts. But it is proba- 
bly safe to say that private groups on the whole acted to restrain U.S. 
rearmament before the Korean War. The corporate leaders sternly shunned 
what was later called ‘‘military Keynesianism,” the notion that defense 
spending was necessary to sustain production and employment. Even 
during and immediately after the Korean War, “‘they clung stubbornly to 
the idea that businessmen, not government, should be responsible for 
economic growth,”°° 


47On munitions procurement, see Hill, “Business Community,” 165. On aviation and ship- 
building, see ibid., 19, 69, 76, 88-89, 97-99, 110, 206-13, 230, 234, 247, 284; Yergin, 
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NSC 68 and the debate over containment 


What finally shifted the momentum toward rearmament was a subtle 
change in official thinking about the Sino-Soviet threat in late 1949. The 
president tried to put on a brave face in announcing the detection of a 
Soviet atomic explosion in September 1949, but Truman and his key 
aides were privately apprehensive about U.S. vulnerability to a devastat- 
ing atomic attack. The Soviet bomb also weakened the deterrent effect of 
U.S. strategic air power against a Red Army attack on Western Europe. 
And Mao’s triumph in China, once regarded as a sideshow in the cold 
war, suddenly appeared to be part of a renewed communist offensive 
masterminded by the Kremlin. Given Moscow’s growing capacity for 
aggression, many of Truman’s top advisers became persuaded that eco- 
nomic containment alone could no longer guarantee vital U.S. interests 
abroad and that an expansion of defense programs was necessary.>! 

The year preceding the Korean invasion thus witnessed the erosion of 
the consensus built around economic containment and the rise of a new 
one centered on military containment. The declining influence of George 
Kennan during late 1949 reflected the evolution of official thinking. Ken- 
nan thought that a number of the administration’s policies from 1948 to 
1950—the creation of NATO and the West German state, the decision 
to retain U.S. troops in postoccupation Japan, and the development of 
the hydrogen bomb—all were certain to freeze the division of Europe and 
Asia into existing spheres of influence. Without conciliatory, positive ef- 
forts to bring the Russians to the negotiating table, the United States 
would confirm Soviet hard-liners’ worst fears about U.S. intentions and 
provoke an uncontrollable arms race. In an October 1949 meeting of the 
PPS with Acheson in attendance, Kennan criticized the “acceptance 
throughout the Government of the infallibility of the Joint Chiefs of Staff,” 
who he believed tended to draw their conclusions from improbable, worst- 
case scenarios. Given Moscow’s new atomic capability, the PPS chief ar- 
gued, it was no longer feasible for the United States to respond to a Red 
Army attack on Western Europe with strategic air strikes against the 
Soviet Union. Yet Kennan continued to oppose a major rearmament of 
NATO’s conventional forces.** 
51Gregg Herken, The Winning Weapon: The Atomic Bomb in the Cold War, 1945-1950 

(New York: Vintage Books, 1981), 303-05; John Lewis Gaddis, Strategies of Contain- 
ment: A Critical Appraisal of Postwar American National Security Policy (New York: 


Oxford University Press, 1982), 84-85. 
52For Kennan quotation, see Minutes of 148th Meeting of PPS, 11 October 1949, FRUS, 
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Acheson countered that an agreement with the Soviets on atomic en- 
ergy was unattainable “and made the point that to agree with the Rus- 
sians not to use atomic bombs in warfare was to deprive yourself of the 
effect on the enemy of the fear of retaliation by atomic bombing against 
orthodox aggression.””>? The secretary of state also questioned Kennan’s 
view that West European recovery was all that was needed to contain 
Soviet power and influence. As Acheson later wrote, “The threat to West- 
ern Europe seemed to me singularly like that which Islam had posed 
centuries before, with its combination of ideological zeal and fighting 
power.” Acheson regarded MAP and the atomic bomb as essential deter- 
rents to Soviet aggression and believed the Pentagon “was not so unre- 
sponsive to the idea that our war preparations are designed to keep us 
out of war.” His real fear, however, was probably not a Soviet invasion 
but the “drift of Western Europe toward neutralism, prompted by the 
lack of credibility” of the U.S. deterrent.** 

Like Acheson, Paul H. Nitze, who succeeded Kennan as PPS director 
on New Year’s Day, 1950, believed that a meaningful settlement with 
Moscow was possible only if the United States approached negotiations 
from a position of military superiority. On 31 January 1950, a special 
NSC advisory committee chaired by Nitze recommended accelerated de- 
velopment of atomic weapons, including the hydrogen bomb, and a thor- 
ough review of U.S. national security policies. Truman approved both 
proposals, and work immediately began on the strategic review that would 
culminate in NSC 68. 

On the same day, the Defense Department and CIA forwarded new, 
higher estimates of Soviet atomic capabilities (predicted to reach a stock- 
pile of about 100 fission bombs by 1953). Nitze shortly thereafter warned 
that the “danger of war . . . seemed considerably greater than last fall.” 
Citing Moscow’s recognition of Ho Chi Minh and lesser evidence of a 
shift in the Kremlin’s tactics, Nitze postulated that 


recent Soviet moves reflect not only a mounting militancy but suggest a boldness 
that is essentially new—and borders on recklessness. . . . Nothing about the moves 


1949, I, 401-02. Also, see Minutes of 171st Meeting of PPS, 16 December 1949, ibid., 
414-15; Gaddis, Strategies, 71. 

$3Quotation from Minutes of 148th Meeting of PPS, 11 October 1949, FRUS, 1949, I, 
402. Acheson also noted that the administration would need to decide by January 1950 
whether to expand the U.S. atomic weapons program, depending upon negotiations with 
the Soviets on international control. See ibid., 403. 

54Tslam” quotation from Acheson, Present at the Creation, 490. Quotation on Pentagon 
from 171st Meeting of PPS, 16 December 1949, FRUS, 1949, I, 415; also, see ibid., 416. 
“Drift” quotation from Lo, ‘Military Budgets,” 168. 
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indicate that Moscow is preparing to launch in the near future an all-out military 
attack on the West. They do, however, suggest a greater willingness than in the 
past to undertake a course of action, including a possible use of force in local 
areas, which might lead to an accidental outbreak of general military conflict. 
Thus the chance of war through miscalculation is increased.°° 


This new line of reasoning reflected the emerging consensus that achieved 
official status in NSC 68. The State-Defense Policy Review Group that 
drafted NSC 68 contended that the differences between “free” and “‘slave” 
societies were irreconcilable and that the only way to achieve peaceful 
relations between the two spheres would be a fundamental change in the 
Soviet system. In contrast to Kennan and many Sovietologists of the day, 
the authors of NSC 68 portrayed the Kremlin leaders as unequivocally 
hostile and uncompromising, bent on “the domination of the Eurasian 
land mass,” and dedicated to the destruction of the United States. Ne- 
gotiations with the Soviets were out of the question because the United 
States, despite superior military potential, suffered from “‘a sharp dispar- 
ity between our actual military strength and our commitments.” Unlike 
Kennan, who wished to focus U.S. efforts on certain strongpoints in Eu- 
rope and Asia, Nitze and the other architects of NSC 68 believed that “‘a 
defeat of free institutions anywhere is a defeat everywhere” and that the 
United States should be prepared to defend against communist aggres- 
sion wherever it occurred. According to NSC 68, the only effective re- 
sponse to the communist challenge was a sharp U.S. buildup in both the 
atomic and conventional areas, creating what Acheson called situations 
of strength. ‘““Without superior aggregate military strength, in being and 
readily mobilizable,” the memo stated, “a policy of ‘containment’—which 
is in effect a policy of calculated and gradual coercion—is no more than 
a policy of bluff.”*¢ 

One of the most important legacies of NSC 68 was a new set of as- 
sumptions about the economic foundations of security. Despite its vastly 
larger industrial capacity, the authors of NSC 68 claimed, the United 
States spent only one-half what the Soviets did on defense and military- 


55“Danger” quotation from Record of 8th Meeting of PPS, 2 February 1950, FRUS, 1950, 
I, 142-43. “Soviet moves” quotation from Nitze memo, 8 February 1950, ibid., 145— 
46. For Nitze’s evidence of a new communist offensive, see “Recent Soviet and Soviet- 
Satellite Moves,” addendum to Nitze memo above, Papers of HST-PSF-Foreign Affairs 
File, File: Russia 1949-52, HSTL. Also, see Samuel F. Wells, Jr., “Sounding the Tocsin: 
NSC 68 and the Soviet Threat,” International Security 4 (Fall 1979): 119, 126-27. 

56Quotations from NSC 68, 7 April 1950, FRUS, 1950, I, 238, 240, 253, 261; also, 
see ibid., 242, 245-46, 249-52, 282-85. For a summary of NSC 68, see Wells, “Toc- 
sin,” 131-35. 
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related programs as a proportion of gross national product. U.S. buildup 
need not entail a reduction in the standard of living, for the U.S. economy 
contained enough slack in the aftermath of the 1949 recession to permit 
substantial expansion of both civilian and military production. The re- 
port did not clarify whether stimulatory steps were necessary to expand 
the economy, for Keynesianism was still frowned upon. In a message 
clearly directed at the White House, however, the review group stated 
that “budgetary considerations will need to be subordinated to the stark 
fact that our very independence as a nation may be at stake.” Citing the 
U.S. experience in World War II, the memo argued that the United States 
could afford both guns and butter.°” 

The authors of NSC 68 in fact may have deliberately exaggerated the 
Soviet threat—they estimated 1954 to be the year of greatest danger of 
an all-out Soviet attack upon the United States—in order to sway the 
president and his economic advisers. (The State-Defense group also may 
have focused on the Soviet military danger because West European neu- 
tralism, the more immediate object of their fears, was too amorphous a 
threat to catalyze the government.) Truman, after all, had repeatedly stated 
that only a national emergency could justify a major escalation of U.S. 
defense spending. As Acheson explains in his memoirs, “The purpose of 
NSC-68 was to so bludgeon the mass mind of ‘top government’ that not 
only could the President make a decision but that the decision could be 
carried out.”°8 

Yet Truman did not fall for this gambit. His response to an early draft 
of NSC 68 in April 1950 was to call for “a clearer indication of the 
programs which are envisaged in the Report, including estimates of the 
probable cost of such programs.” He instructed the Bureau of the Bud- 
get, the Treasury Department, the Economic Cooperation Administra- 
tion, and the Council of Economic Advisers to participate in an ad hoc 
committee to review NSC 68. Under its new chairman, Leon Keyserling, 
the CEA was confident that the U.S. economy, with the proper fiscal and 
tax measures, could easily accommodate the rearmament programs out- 
lined in NSC 68 “without serious threat to our standards of living,” ex- 
cessive inflation, or large deficits.°? 


*” Quotation from NSC 68, 7 April 1950, FRUS, 285. Also, see ibid., 256-58, 286; Gaddis, 
Strategies, 93-94. 

58 Quotation from Acheson, Present at the Creation, 488; also, see ibid., 489-90; Wells, 
“Tocsin,” 124; Lo, “Military Budgets,” 137-38. 

59“Cost”’ quotation from Truman to Lay, 12 April 1950, FRUS, 1950, I, 235. Also, see 
Memo to President on 55th Meeting of NSC, 21 April 1950, Papers of HST-PSF-Subject 
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The counterattack against NSC 68 was led by the Budget Bureau, joined 
to a lesser extent by Defense Secretary Louis Johnson and individuals at 
the State Department (such as Under Secretary James Webb, the former 
budget director). In addition to questioning the memo’s dire portrayal of 
Soviet military power, the Budget Bureau in May 1950 pointed out that 
this country’s extraordinary productivity during World War II was irrel- 
evant to a drawn-out cold war. Massive rearmament in peacetime could 
disrupt the civilian economy. Even with the 3.5 million unemployed in 
1949, the agency argued, inflation remained a danger. In its view, full- 
scale rearmament would divert resources from the civilian sector (and 
thus negate any growth in the defense sector), limit the funds available 
for foreign aid, and require higher taxes and deeper deficits. The presi- 
dent appeared to agree. ‘“The defense budget next year will be smaller 
than it is this year,” he stated at a press conference in early May 1950, 
‘and we are continually cutting it by economies.” As late as 5 June, Louis 
Johnson told Acheson that “he doubted that the over-all US defense bud- 
get would be increased.” 

Even though the administration accepted the general premises and 
conclusions of NSC 68, many senior officials balked at full implementa- 
tion of its recommendations. There is no way of knowing for certain 
what the president would have done if the Korean War had not inter- 
vened. Truman did not approve NSC 68 as U.S. policy until late Septem- 
ber 1950, months after the Korean War had radically altered Western 
perceptions of the Soviet danger. Initial cost estimates of all the programs 
recommended in the report were around $50 billion annually, but with- 
out Korea, spending on defense and international programs probably would 
have risen by only a few billion dollars annually, if at all. As it was, 
defense outlays for fiscal 1950 totaled only $13.5 billion; deducting oc- 
cupation costs, army civil expenditures, and Greek-Turkish military aid, 


File: NSC Meetings, File: Memo for Pres.—Meeting Discussions (1950), HSTL. On CEA, 
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the Pentagon spent only $11.9 billion. ‘The real significance of NSC 68,” 
Samuel F. Wells, Jr., observes, “was its timing—the tocsin sounded just 
before the fire.””*! 

The Korean War was the true watershed in Truman’s defense policy. 
The invasion of South Korea appeared to refute the central concept of 
economic containment, namely that communist political penetration of 
war-disrupted societies posed a greater danger to Western security than 
did communist military aggression. In the face of the enhanced Sino- 
Soviet military capabilities and the aggression in Korea, economic aid 
seemed a frail deterrent indeed. After the Korean invasion, U.S. policy 
makers no longer regarded economic power and multilateral institutions 
as the first line of defense in the cold war. 

The new mood in the administration was reflected in an NSC meeting 
of late November 1950 that was called to discuss NSC 68 and the defense 
budgets of fiscal 1951 and 1952. Dean Acheson emerged as the main 
spokesman for accelerated rearmament. The secretary of state argued 
that the United States must be prepared simultaneously for a long war in 
Korea and additional military responsibilities in Western Europe, as well 
as a possible Soviet atomic attack as early as 1952, the year, in his esti- 
mation, of “the greatest danger.” 

The national emergency also made it easier to accept big deficits. In 
the November 1950 NSC meeting, CEA Chairman Keyserling made “no 
judgment regarding defense needs,” but argued that ‘“‘the economy could 
stand the job required by NSC 68 and ... no reduction of effort was 
necessary.” In an annex to NSC 68/3 dated 8 December 1950, Keyserling 
further argued that the country could easily meet the report’s mobiliza- 
tion aims. “These programs ...,”’ he wrote, “‘fall about half way be- 


*INSC 68 did not substantially differ in its recommendations from NSC 20/4 in November 
1948, the earlier assessment of U.S.-Soviet relations, of which NSC 68 was a review. The 
tone of NSC 68, however, was new in that the threat of Soviet attack was magnified; in 
this sense, the Soviet bomb was probably an important factor. The main objective of 
NSC 68, then, was a call to action, rather than a policy analysis. In retrospect, it is clear 
that NSC 68 grossly exaggerated the Soviet threat and distorted the nature of Soviet 
communism. Soviet ground forces, atomic weapons and deliverability were greatly ex- 
aggerated while U.S. retaliatory capacity and mobilization potential were understated. In 
contrast with the malevolent master plan that NSC attributed to the Soviet leaders, they 
may have been reacting to Western initiatives, such as the Berlin blockade, the creation 
of NATO and MAP, McCarthyism, and the superbomb. Indeed, the Soviets commenced 
a major military buildup only after the post-Korea U.S. rearmament had begun in earnest. 
Quotation from Wells, ““Tocsin,” 139; see also ibid., 138-39, 152-57; Acheson, Present 
at the Creation, 488. Statistics on fiscal 1950 budget from W. J. NcNeil to Louis Johnson, 
5 July 1950, Papers of HST-PSF-Subject File, File: Bureau of the Budget: Budget-Mili- 
tary—1945-53, HSTL. 
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tween ‘business as usual’ and a really large-scale dedication of our enor- 

mous economic resources ..., even when defining this large-scale 

dedication as something far short of an all-out . . . mobilization for war 
purposes.” Following the massive Chinese intervention in Korea during 
late November and early December, Truman and the NSC moved up the 

target date for the completion of the military buildup from 1954 to 30 

June 1952. The president and his top advisers probably had not become 

sudden converts to Keynesianism; rather, the Korean crisis had led them 

to discount the economic costs of rearmament. As Acheson put it in a 

December 1950 NSC meeting, “It would not be too much if we had all 

the troops that the military want [and] all of the things that our European 

allies want. . .. The danger couldn’t be greater than it is.” 

The Truman administration’s declining faith in the ability of economic 
instruments to contain communism is reflected in statistics on U.S. for- 
eign assistance. Whereas U.S. military aid had amounted to only $69 
million in 1946 and $97 million in 1947, it reached $523 million in 1950. 
By 1952, 80 percent of U.S. assistance to Western Europe consisted of 
military matériel, and for the first time in the postwar era, U.S. military 
aid worldwide ($2.7 billion) exceeded economic aid ($2 billion), setting 
a pattern for the rest of the decade.®? Economic assistance had become 
an adjunct to military programs, a reward for good behavior rather than 
a vital instrument in the renovation of an integrated and stable Western 
economy. 

Still, one of the most remarkable features of U.S. foreign policy before 
the Korean War was the durability of economic containment. Officials in 
the Truman administration remained confident that American economic 
62 Acheson “greatest danger’ and Keyserling “no judgment” quotations from Memo to 
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power, backed by the deterrent power of atomic weapons, could almost 
single-handedly stabilize vital regions and countries against communist 
encroachment. Changing perceptions of the Soviet threat did not sub- 
stantially affect U.S. defense policy before June 1950. The national se- 
curity state, such as it was, emerged only with the outbreak of the Korean 
War. 


Conclusion 


President Truman perhaps can be faulted for his preoccupation with bal- 
anced budgets. To many contemporaries, the Korean invasion and the 
subsequent Chinese entry into the war exposed the lack of U.S. military 
preparedness and the folly of Truman’s ceiling on defense expenditures. 
There is no doubt that the proliferation of U.S. global commitments after 
the war stretched U.S. armed forces to the limit and that the neglect of 
conventional forces encouraged overreliance on atomic weapons in mili- 
tary strategy. 

In retrospect, however, the Truman administration’s dependence on 
economic power (and the bomb) before Korea is understandable. The 
demise in Congress of the president’s limited proposal for universal mil- 
itary training indicates the depth of popular resistance to the notion of a 
large military. The increments in the Pentagon budget that many congres- 
sional defense advocates desired were heavily oriented toward air and 
atomic power and would not have significantly relieved the shortage of 
ground forces that military leaders faced in June 1950. In the final analy- 
sis, moreover, economic containment worked: The Marshall Plan did 
restore European production and facilitate Franco-German cooperation, 
and Western economic growth did make possible an enduring and pow- 
erful alliance among the United States, Japan, and most of Europe. The 
United States achieved all this with a defense budget that never-exceeded 
5.7 percent of GNP during the fiscal years 1947 to 1950, compared with 
9 to 10 percent during the late 1950s. President Truman, in short, did 
not succumb to the temptations of what his successor would label the 
“military-industrial complex.” 


4 Gaddis, Strategies, 359. The defense figures exclude veterans’ benefits. 
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The insecurities of victory: the United States 
and the perception of the Soviet threat 
after World War Il 


JOHN LEWIS GADDIS 


The cold war, whatever else one might say about it, has been a remark- 
ably durable phenomenon. It has already exceeded in length the Pelo- 
ponnesian War, the First and Second Punic Wars, the Thirty Years’ War, 
the Wars of the French Revolution and Napoleon, and what Winston 
Churchill called the second Thirty Years’ War that began with an assas- 
sin’s gunshot at Sarajevo and ended with mushroom clouds over Hiro- 
shima and Nagasaki.! Almost half of the twentieth century has now been 
taken up by one aspect or another of that conflict, a rivalry made all the 
more striking by the fact that at no point in its long history have its major 
antagonists actually come to blows. 

“De quoi s’agit-il?” Marshal Foch used to ask his subordinates in World 
War I. “What is it all about?” The passage of time has made this no easy 
question to answer. The great antagonism between the United States and 
the Soviet Union has become encrusted, over the years, with successive 
layers of routine, custom, tradition, myth, and legend. Few of the men 
who shaped the affairs of nations at its outset are still alive; fewer still 
are able to recall with any precision what impelled them to act as they 
did at that time. Documents on the origins of the cold war abound in 
Western archives—though almost none are available in the Soviet Union— 
but these sources provide no guarantee that those who use them will be 
able to reconstruct the past “as it actually happened.” Historians, like 
I am indebted, for helpful comments, to Alonzo Hamby, Michael Hogan, Michael Lacey, 


and Vojtech Mastny. 
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most other people, are prone to see what they seek; they do not always 
take care to insulate their accounts of what transpired from their con- 
cerns with what is transpiring. 

To recapture what was in the minds of Western leaders as the cold 
war began requires, in addition to traditional methods of historical re- 
search, something of an imaginative leap. One must get a sense of how 
things looked at the time. One must free one’s vision from the accumu- 
lated impressions of the most recent past, from the tyranny of knowing 
what came next. One must avoid at all costs imposing a contemporary 
frame of reference upon those who were in no position to anticipate the 
contemporary world. There are standards of judgment in history, but 
they should be standards derived from a range of historical experience 
that goes beyond what happened last month, or last year, or even in the 
last decade. 

What follows is an attempt, in the spirit of this approach, to answer a 
single simple question: What was there in the behavior of the Soviet Union 
immediately after World War II to convince American statesmen that the 
security of the United States was once again in danger, as it had been in 
1917 and again in 1940—41? Of the fact that they were so convinced, 
there can be no doubt: alarm, when projected so widely and when sus- 
tained for so long, would be difficult to feign. The reasons for that alarm, 
though, are not at all clear at this distance. It is necessary to reconstruct 
them if we are to understand. 


I 


Early in November 1945, subscribers to Life picked up their copies of 
the magazine to find depicted there, in lurid detail, a mushroom cloud 
rising over Washington, a view from space of rockets raining down on 
other American cities, an antiballistic missile system responding to the 
attack while retaliatory rockets were launched toward enemy targets from 
underground silos, an invasion of the United States by gas-masked air- 
borne troops equipped with infrared goggles, and, finally, after the suc- 
cessful American counterattack, a depiction of weary technicians check- 
ing for radioactivity in front of the New York Public Library’s marble 
lions, the only recognizable feature of the city left intact amid the rubble. 
The occasion for this apocalyptic vision was General Henry H. Arnold’s 
final wartime report of Army Air Force activities, a document that point- 
edly looked as much to future dangers as to past victories.” The success- 


2“The 36-Hour War,” Life, 19 November 1945, 27-35. For Arnold’s complete report, 
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ful conclusion of the war had brought with it no guarantee of lasting 
security, both Arnold and the editors of Life seemed to be saying. It was 
as if the United States had finally assumed a decisive role in world affairs, 
only to find that the price of preeminence is vulnerability. 

This sense of vulnerability is basic to an understanding of how Amer- 
icans perceived their interests—and potential threats to them—in the 
postwar world. Prior to World War II, the dominant view had been that 
the security of the United States required little more than insulating the 
Western hemisphere from outside influences. This “‘continentalist” vision 
arose from several sources: traditional American isolationism, reinforced 
in the 1920s by disillusionment with the results of World War I; an as- 
sumption of economic self-sufficiency, intensified in the early 1930s by a 
self-centered preoccupation with economic recovery; and, by the mid- 
1930s, the fear of new conflicts in Europe and Asia in which Americans 
appeared to have no visible stake.? It is an indication of the strength of 
this attitude that Franklin D. Roosevelt, who never wholly shared it, felt 
obliged nonetheless consistently to defer to it during his first two terms 
in office.4 

The fall of France and the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor provided 
a painfully abrupt education on the inadequacies of “continentalism.” 
Isolationist arguments that events overseas would never imperil the se- 
curity interests of the United States could hardly have been more thor- 
oughly discredited. In their place, there arose a new “‘globalist” consen- 
sus among opinion shapers both within and outside government: that the 
primary American postwar interest now lay, not just in securing the 
Western Hemisphere, but in keeping its Eastern counterpart as well free 
from control by a single potentially hostile power. 

The idea, of course, was hardly a new one. Such a strategy of denial 
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had formed the basis of England’s policy toward Europe since at least 
the days of the Spanish Armada, and as early as 1904 the British geopol- 
itician Sir Halford Mackinder had extended the concept to imply that the 
world balance of power depended upon preserving Eurasian “rimlands” 
free from domination by the Eurasian “heartland.”> What was new in 
the 1940s was the conversion of influential Americans to this viewpoint, 
with all that it implied for a more active postwar role by the United States 
in world affairs. 

“The most important single fact in the American security situation is 
the question of who controls the rimlands of Europe and Asia,” Freder- 
ick Sherwood Dunn, director of the Yale Institute of International Stud- 
ies, wrote late in 1943. “Should these get into the hands of a single power 
or combination of powers hostile to the United States, the resulting en- 
circlement would put us in a position of grave peril, regardless of the size 
of our army and navy.” Dunn’s colleague at Yale, Nicholas John Spyk- 
man, had provided the earliest and most thorough statement of this ar- 
gument in his 1942 book, America’s Strategy in World Politics, and in a 
second shorter volume, The Geography of the Peace, published in 1944 
shortly after his death. Drawing on Mackinder’s insights, Spykman pointed 
out that North and South America were in effect islands, possessing slightly 
over a third of the Old World’s land area but only a tenth of its popula- 
tion. Throughout its history the United States had depended for its secu- 
rity upon the maintenance of a balance of power in Europe and Asia. 
Previous challenges to that balance had elicited Anglo-American coop- 
eration to restore it—tacitly at the time of the Monroe Doctrine in 1823, 
overtly in 1917. World War II had again called the balance into question: 
its outcome would determine ‘‘whether the United States is to remain a 
great power with a voice in the affairs of the Old World, or become 
merely a buffer state between the mighty empires of Germany and Ja- 
pan.” 

Spykman’s professorial arguments refuted continentalism effectively 
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enough, but not at a level likely to reach a mass audience. That task was 
left to Walter Lippmann, whose brilliant 1943 popularization of the 
Mackinder-Spykman thesis, U.S. Foreign Policy: Shield of the Republic, 
became one of the most influential books published during the war. With 
characteristic disdain for his own previous Wilsonianism, Lippmann now 
found support in the writings of the Founding Fathers for a strategy based 
on an explicit recognition of power realities. “Like the idle rich who 
regard work as something for menials,” Americans had too easily come 
to believe, “that a concern with the foundations of national security, with 
arms, with strategy, and with diplomacy, was beneath our dignity as 
idealists.” In fact, “the first concern of the makers of foreign policy in a 
sovereign national state must be to achieve the greatest possible secu- 
rity.”” This required the projection of power beyond national borders: 
“The strategic defenses of the United States are not at the three-mile limit 
in American waters, but extend across both oceans and to all the trans- 
oceanic lands from which an attack by sea or by air can be launched.” It 
also required allies, because “to be isolated is for any state the worst of 
all predicaments.’”* 

This new determination to base policy upon the facts of power implied 
no necessary rejection of the campaign to commit the United States to 
membership in a new collective security organization after the war;? in- 
deed “‘internationalists” and “‘realists” emphatically shared the goal of 
undercutting isolationism, whatever their differences as to the nature of 
the postwar world. But the new geopolitics did insist upon the continuing 
importance of power in international affairs, however effective the new 
world body might turn out to be.!° And, indeed, architects of the United 
Nations themselves seemed to acknowledge the point by building into 
the structure of that organization explicit provision for permanent big- 
power membership on the Security Council, with the right of veto guar- 
anteed,!! 

President Roosevelt himself had always been at least as sensitive to 
considerations of power as his more forthright colleagues in the Grand 
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Alliance, Churchill and Stalin. Despite his deference to isolationist opin- 
ion in the 1930s, FDR had never accepted the argument that events in 
the Old World had no bearing upon the security of the New. As early as 
January 1939, he had privately described the “first line of defense” for 
the United States as requiring the continued independence of those Eu- 
ropean states not then under German control and denial to Japan of 
islands from which that nation might seek to dominate the Pacific.!* By 
1941, Roosevelt was discussing a postwar settlement based upon joint 
action by the ‘‘Four Policemen’”—the United States, Great Britain, the 
Soviet Union, and China—to keep the peace.!> Although the president 
would later incorporate his “Four Policemen’’ concept into a collective 
security framework acceptable to Wilsonian idealists, he never lost his 
own insistence upon the importance of power relationships. ‘“We cannot 
deny that power is a factor in world politics,” he noted in his last State 
of the Union address in 1945, ‘“‘any more than we can deny its existence 
as a factor in national politics.”’!* 

Military planners, too, moved during the war toward a recognition of 
global responsibilities. The Navy, under the influence of Alfred Thayer 
Mahan, had never questioned the importance of overseas bases, espe- 
cially in the Pacific, an attitude now strongly reinforced by Pearl Harbor 
and the loss of the Philippines.'* Of greater significance was the conver- 
sion of Army strategists, who in the interwar period had been prepared 
to deny the existence of vital American interests in both Europe and Asia, 
to an active concern with the balance of power in these areas. ‘‘General 
Eisenhower . . . does not believe that it would be in our interest to have 
the continent of Europe dominated by any single power,” the American 
embassy in Paris reported late in 1944, “for then we would have a super- 
powerful Europe, a somewhat shaken British Empire and ourselves.”’ The 
Joint Strategic Survey Committee had reached similar conclusions about 
Asia a year earlier.'® Intelligence analysts agreed with these assessments, 
12 Roosevelt meeting with the Senate Military Affairs Committee, 31 January 1939, as cited 
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As an Office of Strategic Services study put it in the summer of 1944, 
“Our interests require the maintenance of a policy designed to prevent 
the development of a serious threat to the security of the British Isles [and 
of the United States], through the consolidation of a large part of Eu- 
rope’s resources under any one power.”!” 

But the most persuasive arguments in favor of a global rather than a 
continental perception of postwar interests came from the Army Air Force, 
which to the irritation of its ground- and sea-based counterparts was not 
hesitant to stress the strategic implications of the new technology of war- 
fare. ‘Bombers can now range the world,” General Arnold pointedly 
noted in his final report that so impressed the editors of Life; moreover, 
improved versions of the German V-2 rocket capable of reaching the 
United States from Europe or Asia were not at all impractical. The V-2 
“is ideally suited to deliver atomic explosives because effective defense 
against it would prove extremely difficult.” It was entirely possible, 
Arnold concluded, “‘that the progressive development of the air arm, es- 
pecially with the concurrent development of the atomic explosive, guided 
missiles, and other modern devices, will reduce the requirement for our 
employment of mass armies and navies.’ But it would also create per- 
manent vulnerability, because even with existing equipment an enemy air 
force could, “without warning, pass over all formerly visualized barriers 
or ‘lines of defense’ and . . . deliver devastating blows at our population 
centers and our industrial, economic or governmental heart.’’!® 

The demonstrated feasibility of atomic weapons, together with the 
long-range bombers and—in the not too distant future—the rockets nec- 
essary to carry them, created a security problem for postwar planners 
that went beyond concern for the Eurasian balance of power. It involved 
nothing less than the physical safety of the United States itself. No longer, 
it appeared, would Americans enjoy the luxury of mobilizing their strength 
after threats had materialized; military force now would have to be main- 
tained on a permanent basis, and in a manner that would make possible 
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its quick use. As Arnold put it in his report, “Real security against atomic 
weapons in the visible future will rest on our ability to take immediate 
offensive action with overwhelming force. It must be apparent to a po- 
tential aggressor that an attack on the United States would be immedi- 
ately followed by an immensely devastating air-atomic attack on him.’’!? 

All of this seemed to confirm, then, the wisdom of a postwar strategy 
based on denying control of the Eurasian continent to any potentially 
hostile power. As the experiences of 1917 and 1941 had shown, it was a 
strategy with deep—if not always clearly perceived—historical roots. Nor 
was it inconsistent with the objectives for which Americans liked to think 
of themselves as fighting: after all, maintaining a balance of power could 
only enhance the opportunities for self-determination, liberal trading 
policies, and collective security called for in the Atlantic Charter and in 
innumerable other wartime justifications for the wielding of military force. 
Americans, it appeared, could respond to their new-found preeminence 
in world affairs by following the designs of both Wilson and Mackinder 
at the same time.”° 


I 


“The most important political development during the last ten years of 
localized and finally global warfare,’ columnist C. L. Sulzberger noted 
in the New York Times a week after Japan’s surrender, “has been the 
emergence of the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics as the greatest dy- 
namic and diplomatic force on the vast Eurasian land mass which stretches 
from the Atlantic to the Pacific oceans.”’”! No one could quarrel with the 
conclusion, which had been foreseen for some time. Nor could there be 
any doubt that this situation carried with it profound implications for 
the future of American foreign policy, given the widespread consensus 
that the security of the New World now depended upon what happened 
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in the Old. Interestingly, though, this concern with the postwar balance 
of power did not automatically translate into a conviction that the Soviet 
Union posed the most likely threat to it. 

The danger in World War II, after all, had come from the Germans 
and the Japanese, not the Russians; it is significant that in 1943 Mac- 
kinder himself had modified his thesis, pointing out the hazards of ‘‘rim- 
land” domination of the “heartland” and not the other way around.?? 
American geopoliticians, noting Moscow’s vigorous participation in the 
war against Germany and potential assistance against Japan as well, fol- 
lowed his lead. As Spykman himself put it: “The heartland [has become] 
less important than the rimland and it is the cooperation of British, Rus- 
sian, and United States land and sea power that will control the European 
littoral and, thereby, the essential power relations of the world.”2> 
Lippmann agreed, pointing out that the primary American interest was 
to allow no European power to become capable of committing aggres- 
sion outside of Europe. “Therefore our two natural and permanent allies 
have been and are Britain and Russia.””* 

Certainly this was the viewpoint of the Roosevelt administration. “I 
personally don’t think there’s anything in it,” FDR commented early in 
1944, when asked about rumors that the Russians were out to dominate 
all of Europe. “They have got a large enough ‘hunk of bread’ right in 
Russia to keep them busy for a great many years to come without taking 
on any more headaches.”*> Roosevelt had built his whole strategy upon 
the expectation that the wartime alliance would survive the end of the 
war. He had sought to ensure this through public deference to Soviet 
security interests, mixed with subtle behind-the-scenes pressures to en- 
courage Moscow’s cooperation. Although concerned during the last months 
of his life about the increasing frequency of misunderstandings with the 
Russians, he at no point sought to contest the substantial expansion of 
Soviet influence in Europe and Asia that the end of the war would bring. 
Rather, he hoped to maintain a balance of power by convincing the Rus- 
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sians that security could best be attained through cooperative rather than 
unilateral efforts to counter potential threats.”° 

Despite obvious differences in personality and style, Harry S$. Truman 
continued Roosevelt’s policy upon coming into office. A more dedicated 
Wilsonian than his predecessor, the new chief executive held high hopes 
that the United Nations would provide workable mechanisms for resolv- 
ing world tensions. During his first months in office he firmly rejected 
proposals from Winston Churchill and from some of his own advisers 
that would have denied the Russians previously agreed-upon occupation 
zones in Central Europe and Northeast Asia.”’ “I was having as much 
difficulty with Prime Minister Churchill as I was having with Stalin,” the 
new president noted in May of 1945. As late as the fall of that year, both 
Truman and his new secretary of state, James F. Byrnes, were still relying 
upon the establishment of a personal relationship with Stalin as the best 
way to overcome the difficulties that had already begun to emerge in the 
Soviet-American relationship.”° 

The State Department followed his lead, though from a somewhat 
different perspective. Still very much under the influence of the recently 
retired Cordell Hull, it saw potential threats to world order as arising, 
not specifically from Soviet ambitions, but from spheres of influence in 
general. Any such perpetuation of power politics could set off new inter- 
national rivalries, weaken the United Nations, and, worst of all, provoke 
a disillusioned American public into a reversion to isolationism like the 
one that had followed the First World War. These dangers could arise as 
easily from British as from Russian activities, the department warned in 
July 1945: Any attempt by London to lure Washington into supporting 
a spheres-of-influence settlement in Europe would “represent power pol- 
itics pure and simple, with all the concomitant disadvantages. ... Our 
primary objective should be to remove the causes which make nations 
feel that such spheres are necessary to build their security, rather than to 
assist One country to build up strength against another.”””? 
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Military planners, too, saw the United States more as a mediator be- 
tween Britain and Russia than as a permanent ally of either one of them.*° 
The Joint Chiefs of Staff had noted in the spring of 1944 that Soviet 
influence in postwar Europe would far exceed that of the British. Indeed, 
the shift in power was more comparable “with that occasioned by the 
fall of Rome than with any other change during the succeeding fifteen 
hundred years.” But the Chiefs did not draw from this the conclusion 
that the United States itself should step in to redress the balance. Intelli- 
gence estimates tended to downplay the likelihood of Soviet hostility even 
as they acknowledged the probability of Soviet hegemony. However re- 
pugnant it might be for those on the receiving end, the expansion of 
Russian influence would be taking place more for defensive than offen- 
sive reasons. Moreover, overt attempts to build countervailing power in 
Europe might have the effect of a self-fulfilling prophecy, reinforcing the 
Kremlin’s suspicions and perpetuating its inclination toward unilateral- 
ism.?” Since public opinion seemed likely to insist in any event upon the 
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withdrawal of American forces from Europe after the war, there seemed 
to be few means by which the United States could expect to challenge the 
Russians on the ground there, even if it should become desirable to do 
so.?3 

Nor did Moscow appear to possess the potential to threaten the United 
States directly. Concern about the new technology of warfare had the 
paradoxical effect of reassuring American military planners about the 
Russians because they had so little of it. Their navy was little more than 
a coastal defense force; their air force had no capability for long-range 
bombing; and there seemed to be no imminent prospect of their building 
an atomic bomb.** “Our Allies of today may be leagued against us to- 
morrow,” an Army Air Force study had cautiously concluded in 1944, 
but it might well take from 20 to 100 years for “an Eurasian nation to 
grow into an aggressive-minded power.” As late as July 1945, General 
Arnold himself, the most visible alarmist on the subject of technological 
vulnerability, could rule out the Russians as a serious threat because of 
the primitive nature of their military power.°° The next war, Pentagon 
planners assumed, would be much like the last, with the danger more 
likely to come from a resurgent Germany or Japan than from a defensive 
and technologically backward Soviet Union.*” 

It is true that military planners attached a high priority to the acqui- 
sition and indefinite retention of overseas bases. But there is reason to 
think that these postwar base requirements were determined more by a 
generalized sense of vulnerability (and perhaps as well by the need to 
justify a large peacetime defense establishment) than by any specific per- 
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ception of the Soviet Union as an immediate threat.>* The locations cho- 
sen for these bases suggested a concern with defending the East and West 
Coasts of the United States and maintaining a sphere of influence in the 
Pacific, but little apparent interest in the fact that the shortest air route 
to and from the USSR lay to the north, or in the potential advantages of 
having bases in Europe and the Near East. Not until the summer of 1945 
did consideration of the Russians as likely adversaries begin to influence 
the actual selection of bases, and even then interservice disagreements, 
the anticipation of tight postwar budgets, and delays in the negotiation 
of base rights severely retarded the process of acquisition.°*? 

But the main reason both diplomatic and military planners failed to 
foresee the full implications of the shift in the balance of power that 
World War II was bringing about was precisely the fact that the war was 
still on, that the Soviet Union was still an ally, and that its cooperation 
was still needed to assure victory over Germany and Japan. Common 
enemies constituted the glue that held the Grand Alliance together, and 
until they had been laid low, the presumption in relations between Wash- 
ington, London, and Moscow had to be in favor of cooperation rather 
than competition. Too candid a consideration of possible postwar antag- 
onisms could impair prospects for victory in the war that was going on 
at the time; no one was yet prepared to let long-term geopolitical realities 
overwhelm the immediate necessity of victory. 


Il 


Wartime lack of concern over the powerful position the Soviet Union 
would occupy in the postwar world had been predicated upon the as- 
sumption that the Russians would continue to act in concert with their 
American and British allies. So long as the Grand Alliance remained in- 
tact, Western statesmen could assure each other, Moscow’s emergence as 
the dominant Eurasian power would pose no threat. But during the final 
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months of the war, there began to appear unsettling indications of a de- 
termination on Stalin’s part to secure postwar interests without reference 
to the corresponding interests of his wartime associates. It was these 
manifestations of unilateralism that first set off alarm bells in the West 
about Russian intentions; the resulting uneasiness in turn stimulated more 
profound anxieties. 

“J am becoming increasingly concerned,” Secretary of State Hull warned 
Ambassador W. Averell Harriman in early 1944, “‘over the . . . successive 
moves of the Soviet Government in the field of foreign relations.” Hull 
went on to observe in this message, drafted by Soviet specialist Charles 
E. Bohlen, that whatever the legitimacy of Moscow’s security interests in 
Eastern Europe—‘‘and as you know we have carefully avoided and shall 
continue to avoid any disputation with the Soviet Government on the 
merits of such questions’”—unilateral actions to secure those interests 
“cannot fail to do irreparable harm to the whole cause of international 
collaboration.” The American people would not be disposed to partici- 
pate in any postwar scheme of world organization which would be seen 
“as a cover for another great power to pursue a course of unilateral ac- 
tion in the international sphere based on superior force.” It was “of the 
utmost importance that the principle of consultation and cooperation 
with the Soviet Union be kept alive at all costs, but some measures of 
cooperation in relation to world public opinion must be forthcoming 
from the Soviet Government.’”*° 

This document reflects as well as any other the point from which 
American statesmen began to develop concerns about the postwar inten- 
tions of the Soviet Union. The United States had not challenged Mos- 
cow’s determination to retain the boundaries it had secured as a result of 
Stalin’s unsavory pact with Hitler in 1939, nor had it questioned the 
Russians’ right to a postwar sphere of influence in what remained of 
Eastern Europe. It was prepared to grant similar concessions in East Asia 
in return for eventual USSR participation in the war against Japan. But 
because the Roosevelt administration had justified American entry into 
the war as a defense of self-determination, and because it had committed 
the nation to participation in a postwar world collective security organi- 
zation as a means of implementing that principle, it required from the 
Soviet Union a measure of discretion and restraint in consolidating these 
areas of control. Unilateral action seemed likely to endanger the balance 
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of power, not by allowing the Russians to dominate areas beyond their 
borders—that domination was assumed—but rather by weakening the 
American capacity for countervailing action in the postwar world by pro- 
voking, first, public disillusionment and then, as a consequence, a revival 
of the isolationism the president and his advisers had fought so long and 
so hard to overcome.*! 

The Russians, to put it mildly, were less than sensitive to these con- 
cerns. As their armies moved into Eastern Europe in 1944 they immedi- 
ately set out to undermine potential sources of opposition, not just in the 
former enemy countries of Rumania, Bulgaria, and Hungary, but most 
conspicuously of all in Poland, which had been, after all, an ally. The 
callousness with which the Red Army allowed the Germans to decimate 
the anti-communist resistance in Warsaw late that summer shocked 
Western statesmen; meanwhile British and American representatives on 
Allied Control Commissions in the Balkans found themselves denied any 
significant influence in shaping occupation policies there as well.** Mos- 
cow had interpreted Western restraint as a sign of weakness, Harriman 
reported in September: “Unless we take issue with the present policy 
there is every indication that the Soviet Union will become a world bully 
wherever their interests are involved. ... No written agreements can be 
of any value unless they are carried out in a spirit of give and take and 
recognition of the interests of other people.’’*? 

Franklin Roosevelt made valiant efforts at Yalta to make Stalin aware 
of the need to observe the proprieties in Eastern Europe, but these proved 
unsuccessful almost at once when the Soviet leader interpreted agree- 
ments made to hold free elections there as in fact license to impose still 
tighter control on Poland and Rumania. “‘Averell is right,” Roosevelt 
complained three weeks before his death. ‘““We can’t do business with 
Stalin. He has broken every one of the promises he made at Yalta.”4* 


4tFor the American attitude on these points, see Gaddis, The United States and the Origins 
of the Cold War, 133-73; also Lynn Etheridge Davis, The Cold War Begins: Soviet- 
American Conflict over Eastern Europe (New York: 1974), especially 369-77. 

“Although, on this point, the Russians could with some justice claim only to be following 
the precedent set by the Americans and British in refusing to grant the Russians any 
substantial role in the occupation of Italy after the surrender of that country in 1943. 

Harriman to Harry Hopkins, 10 September 1944, FRUS, 1944, IV, 989. See also the 
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“*Quoted in W. Averell Harriman and Elie Abel, Special Envoy to Churchill and Stalin: 
1941-1946 (New York: 1975), 444. For other evidence of Roosevelt’s disillusionment 
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FDR had not been prepared, on the basis of these difficulties, to write off 
all possibilities of postwar cooperation with the Russians. But Soviet uni- 
lateralism does appear to have convinced him, by the time of his death, 
that efforts to win Stalin’s trust had not worked; and that future policy 
toward the Soviet Union would have to be based on a strict quid pro quo 
basis.*° 

Harry S. Truman emphatically agreed. Although the new chief exec- 
utive had had no direct experience in the conduct of foreign affairs, he 
could hardly have believed more firmly in the importance of keeping one’s 
word. ‘“‘When I say I’m going to do something, I do it,” he once wrote, 
“or [I] bust my insides trying to do it.” It was characteristic of him that 
he did not believe in divorce because “when you make a contract you 
should keep it.”*° Convinced that the Yalta agreements on free elections 
in Eastern Europe were in fact contracts, determined to demonstrate de- 
cisiveness in an awesome and unexpected position of responsibility, Tru- 
man resolved—probably more categorically than Roosevelt would have 
done—to hold the Russians to what they had agreed to. It was this deter- 
mination that occasioned the new president’s sharp rejoinder to Soviet 
Foreign Minister V. M. Molotov after less than two weeks in office: “Carry 
out your agreements and you won’t get talked to like that.”” A month 
later he complained again that the Russians were not honoring their 
agreements: They were, he told Henry Wallace, “‘like people from across 
the tracks whose manners were very bad.”*7 

The experience of meeting Stalin personally at Potsdam seems to have 
modified the president’s attitude somewhat. The Soviet autocrat evoked 
memories of the Kansas City political boss Tom Pendergast, a man with 
whom deals could be made because he had always kept his word.*® “I 
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can deal with Stalin,” Truman noted in his diary at Potsdam. “He is 
honest—but smart as hell.” Disturbed by rumors of the dictator’s ill health, 
the president worried about what would happen “‘if Joe suddenly passed 
out,” because his potential successors lacked sincerity.*? For several years 
afterward, there persisted in Truman’s mind the notion that difficulties 
with the Russians reflected Stalin’s internal political problems—interfer- 
ence from a recalcitrant Politburo was the most frequent explanation— 
rather than any personal desire on the Soviet leader’s part to violate his 
word.°° 

But deals had to be honored if they were to work, and with the return 
of peace, instances of Soviet unilateralism began to proliferate. Reason- 
ably free elections took place in Hungary and Czechoslovakia, but only 
in those countries: Moscow’s grip on Poland, Rumania, and Bulgaria 
remained as tight as ever.°! The Russians joined the French in resisting 
central economic administration of occupied Germany; they also arbi- 
trarily transferred a substantial portion of that country’s eastern territory 
to Poland.°? Attempts to reunify another divided nation, Korea, came to 
naught as the Russians refused to tolerate anything other than a satellite 
government there.*°? The Soviet Union rejected participation in the World 
Bank and the International Monetary Fund, institutions American plan- 
ners regarded as critical for postwar economic recovery.** And Stalin was 
showing strong signs, as 1945 ended, of exploiting the presence of Soviet 
troops in northern Iran to carve out yet another sphere of influence there.°* 
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He was “trying to find a basis for an understanding which would give 
him confidence that an agreement reached with the Russians would be 
lived up to,” Truman told his advisers in December 1945. He had such 
confidence in dealing with the British, the Dutch, and the Chinese (though 
not the French), ‘“‘but there is no evidence yet that the Russians intend to 
change their habits so far as honoring contracts is concerned.”*® 
The chief executive’s initial inclination had been to regard these diffi- 
culties simply as failures of communication;*” with that explanation in 
mind, he had authorized Secretary of State Byrnes to make one more 
effort to settle them at a hastily called meeting of foreign ministers in 
Moscow in December. By that time, though, public and congressional 
impatience with Soviet unilateralism had considerably intensified. Sensi- 
tive to these pressures, irritated by Byrnes’s eagerness to reach agree- 
ments without consulting him, Truman early in 1946 proclaimed to him- 
self—if not directly to Byrnes, as he later claimed—his intention to stop 
“babying” the Soviets: “Unless Russia is faced with an iron first and 
strong language another war is in the making. Only one language do they 
understand—how many divisions have you?’ I do not think we should 
play at compromise any longer.’*® 
There was, in fact, no compromise when the Russians failed to meet 
their agreed-upon deadline for removing their troops from Iran: Instead, 
the administration confronted Moscow publicly in the United Nations 
Security Council and forced a humiliating withdrawal.°? Truman drew 
the appropriate conclusions: “Told him to tell Stalin I held him to be a 
man to keep his word,” he noted in his appointment book after a meeting 
with the newly designated ambassador to the Soviet Union, Walter Bedell 
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Smith, on 23 March. “Troops in Iran after March 2 upset that theory.”®© 
By June, he was writing to the author Pearl Buck that “the United States 
has performed no unfriendly act nor made a single unfriendly gesture 
toward the great Russian nation. ... How has Russia met our friendly 
overtures?’’®! The following month, after New York Times correspon- 
dent Brooks Atkinson had published a series of articles highly critical of 
the Russians, Truman pointedly invited him to the White House.* That 
same day he told his advisers that he was “‘tired of our being pushed 
around,” that “here a little, there a little, they are chiseling from us,” and 
that “now is [the] time to take [a] stand on Russia.”®? 

It was in this spirit that the president authorized the first comprehen- 
sive study of Soviet-American relations to be carried out within the gov- 
ernment. Compiled under the direction of his special counsel, Clark M. 
Clifford, and written after consultations with the Departments of State, 
War, Navy, the Joint Chiefs of Staff, and the director of central intelli- 
gence, the report acknowledged that agreements between nations were at 
times susceptible to differing interpretations. Nonetheless, it argued, there 
existed a persistent pattern on Moscow’s part of either unilaterally im- 
plementing such agreements in such a way as to serve Soviet interests, or 
encouraging satellites to do so. “There is no question,” the report em- 
phasized, “where the primary responsibility lies.” 

The implications could only be that the Soviet Union had no intention 
of cooperating with the West to maintain the existing balance of power; 
that it sought to expand its own influence as widely as possible without 
regard for the security requirements of its former allies; and that, when 
circumstances were right, it would be prepared to risk war to attain that 
objective. American policy could no longer be based upon the assump- 


Quoted in Hillman, ed., Mr. President, 107. Career Foreign Service officer Elbridge Dur- 
brow noted the implications of the new tough line: “It is the general feeling here that it 
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(Durbrow to Charles W. Thayer, 11 April 1946, Charles E. Bohlen Papers, Box 1 “Per- 
sonal [CEB] 1946,” Diplomatic Branch, National Archives.) 
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tion of shared interests, therefore; priorities henceforth would have to be 
directed toward the accumulation of sufficient military strength to deter 
war if possible and to win it if necessary, while at the same time keeping 
open possibilities for dealing with the Russians should a change of heart 
in the Kremlin eventually occur. “It is our hope,”’ the report concluded, 
“that they will eventually change their minds and work out with us a fair 
and equitable settlement when they realize that we are too strong to be 
beaten and too determined to be frightened.”® 

President Truman received the Clifford report on 24 September, four 
days after he had fired Henry Wallace from the cabinet for publicly ad- 
vocating a more conciliatory policy toward the Soviet Union. There is no 
question that he agreed with its general conclusions: On the day before 
he dismissed Wallace he had complained in his diary about “Reds, phon- 
ies and... parlor pinks [who] can see no wrong in Russia’s four and one 
half million armed forces, in Russia’s loot of Poland, Austria, Hungary, 
Rumania, Manchuria. ... But when we help our friends in China who 
fought on our side it is terrible. When Russia loots the industrial plant of 
those same friends it is all right. When Russia occupies Persia for oil that 
is heavenly.”’® But Truman chose not to use the Clifford report, as he 
might have, to justify increased military appropriations; instead he or- 
dered all copies to be locked in the White House safe, where they re- 
mained for the duration of the administration. “There is too much loose 
talk about the Russian situation,” he had written former vice-president 
John Nance Garner on the day after Wallace’s dismissal. ““We are not 
going to have any shooting trouble with them but they are tough bar- 
gainers and always ask for the whole earth, expecting maybe to get an 
acre.”6” 

The president’s cautious reaction to the manifestations of Soviet uni- 
lateralism catalogued in the Clifford report reflected a desire to avoid 
hasty and ill-considered action, but certainly no continuing assumption 
of common interests. Repeated demonstrations of Moscow’s callousness 
to the priorities and sensibilities of its former allies had by this time vir- 
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tually drained the reservoir of goodwill toward the Russians that had 
built up during the war. American leaders had been inclined, for many 
months, to give the Kremlin the benefit of the doubt: to assume, despite 
accumulating evidence to the contrary, that difficulties with Moscow had 
arisen out of misunderstanding rather than fundamental conflicts of in- 
terest. But such charitableness could not continue indefinitely, as Win- 
ston Churchill pointed out in the summer of 1946: “The American eagle 
sits on his perch, a large strong bird with formidable beak and claws... . 
Mr. Gromyko is sent every day to prod him with a sharp sickle, now on 
his beak, now under his wing, now in his tail feathers. All the time the 
eagle keeps quite still, but it would be a great mistake to suppose that 
nothing is going on inside the breast of the eagle.” 


IV 


In fact, a good deal was going on inside the breast of the eagle, all of it 
related in one way or another to attempting to explain the motivation 
for Moscow’s puzzling behavior. Throughout the period of wartime co- 
operation there had lingered in the minds of most Americans latent but 
persistent suspicions about Russia, suspicions that extended back to, and 
even beyond, the Bolshevik Revolution. These grew out of the fact that 
the Soviet Union combined—as no other country in the world at that 
time did—two characteristics that Americans found particularly objec- 
tionable: arbitrary rule and ideological militancy. As long as the direct 
Axis threat remained, Americans had been willing to overlook these 
shortcomings, even to hope that in time they would disappear.®? But after 
1945, with no common foe to compel unity, with ample evidence that 
the Russians intended to proceed on their own rather than in concert 
“Quoted in Time, 17 June 1946, 26. Former Ambassador Joseph E. Davies, one of the 
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with their former allies to consolidate postwar interests, the predisposi- 

tion to assume the worst about Moscow’s intentions came out into the 

open once again. 

Americans had not always found cooperation with authoritarian re- 
gimes to be impossible: The Russian-American relationship itself had been 
friendly throughout most of its early history, despite the vast cultural and 
political differences that separated the two countries. But toward the end 
of the nineteenth century a combination of circumstances—increasing 
repression within Russia, a keener American sensitivity to conditions in- 
side other countries, growing rivalries between Washington and St. 
Petersburg over spheres of influence in East Asia—had produced in the 
United States the suspicion that a connection existed between autocratic 
rule at home and aggressiveness in foreign affairs.”° Parallel concerns had 
accompanied the deterioration of relations with imperial Germany prior 
to World War I; certainly participation in that conflict, which Woodrow 
Wilson justified by stressing the linkage between autocracy and aggres- 
sion, served powerfully to reinforce this idea.”! Determination to remain 
aloof from European involvements caused Americans to worry less about 
such matters during the 1920s and early 1930s—indeed, the economic 
distress of the latter decade even produced in some circles a grudging 
respect for dictatorships’*—but the experience of fighting Germany and 
Japan during World War II brought back repugnancy for arbitrary rule 
with a vengeance. It would not take very many signs of aggressiveness on 
the part of totalitarian regimes in the postwar world—even totalitarian 
former allies—to convince Americans that the connection between do- 
mestic despotism and international expansionism still prevailed.” 

“If we fought Germany because of our belief that a police state and a 
democratic state could not exist in the same world,” Rear Admiral Ellery 
7See John Lewis Gaddis, Russia, the Soviet Union, and the United States: An Interpretive 
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W. Stone told Secretary of the Navy James Forrestal in July 1946, then 
“it must necessarily follow that we could not afford to lie down before 
Russia.””’* The simple fact that the Soviet Union was a totalitarian state 
raised suspicions that its foreign policy would proceed from priorities 
incompatible with those of the democracies—priorities now elaborately 
enshrined in the procedures the United Nations had established for set- 
tling international disputes. Totalitarian states, Americans assumed, re- 
lied upon force or the threat of force to secure their interests; such na- 
tions could hardly be expected to share Washington’s aspiration to see 
the rule of law ultimately govern relations between nations. “It is not 
Communism but Totalitarianism which is the potential threat,” pub- 
lisher Arthur Hays Sulzberger pointed out. ‘““Only people who have a Bill 
of Rights are not the potential enemies of other people.”””* 

The point, for Truman, was fundamental. “Really there is no differ- 
ence between the government which Mr. Molotov represents and the one 
the Czar represented—or the one Hitler spoke for,” he privately wrote in 
November 1946.” And, again, informally, in May 1947: “There isn’t 
any difference in totalitarian states. ... Nazi, Communist or Fascist, or 
Franco, or anything else—they are all alike. ... The police state is a 
police state; I don’t care what you call it.””” The president’s public speeches 
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during 1947 provided virtually a running commentary on the dangers of 
totalitarianism: ‘Freedom has flourished where power has been dis- 
persed. It has languished where power has been too highly centralized.” 
More than that, excessive concentrations of power produced temptations 
to use them. ‘“The stronger the voice of a people in the formulation of 
national policies, the less the danger of aggression. When all governments 
derive their just powers from the consent of the governed, there will be 
enduring peace.”’ There was no conflict between the requirements of jus- 
tice and order: “The attainment of worldwide respect for essential hu- 
man rights is synonymous with the attainment of world peace.””® 

It was no accident, then, that when the president in the most famous 
speech of his career characterized the world as divided between two ways 
of life, one reflecting “the will of the majority,” the other based “upon 
the will of a minority forcibly imposed upon the majority,””? it was the 
distinction between democracy and totalitarianism to which he referred. 
By so doing, he implicitly linked his own justification of American action 
to restore the balance of power in Europe to those advanced by Franklin 
Roosevelt in the Atlantic Charter and by Woodrow Wilson in the Four- 
teen Points; in each case the assumption was the ultimate incompatibility 
of autocratic and democratic institutions. The fact that this particular 
autocracy also embraced the ideology of communism was, for Truman, 
relatively insignificant. 

That certainly was not the case for most Americans, though. Noth- 
ing—not even totalitarianism—did more to arouse suspicion about the 
Soviet Union’s behavior than that country’s long-standing and self- 
proclaimed intention to seek the overthrow of capitalist governments 
throughout the world. American hostility toward communism went back 
to the earliest days of the Bolshevik Revolution: to Russia’s abandon- 
ment of the Allied cause in World War I; to the terror, expropriations, 
and executions that soon followed; to the postwar Red Scare, with its 
suggestion that even the United States might not be immune from the 
bacillus of revolution. The Soviet Union’s commitment to communism 
had been the primary justification for Washington’s refusal to recognize 
that country until 1933; and even after that date Moscow’s claim to be 
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the vanguard of world revolution had continued to plague relations with 
Washington.®° Stalin implicitly acknowledged the corrosive effects of 
ideology upon his dealings with the West in 1943 when, eager for an 
Anglo-American commitment to establish a second front, he abolished 
the Comintern, Lenin’s designated instrument for bringing about the world 
proletarian revolution.®! But there could be no guarantee that such re- 
straint would continue once Moscow’s enemies had been defeated. As a 
Department of State memorandum put it in 1944, it was necessary to 
keep in mind the Soviet conviction that “there is an irreconcilable chasm 
between ‘socialism’ and ‘capitalism’ and that any temporary association 
in a common interest [is] an association of expediency for a specific pur- 
pose but with no underlying affinity of fundamental interest, civilization, 
or tradition.”®? 

“I expressed it as my view that it would not be difficult to work with 
Russia provided we were dealing with her only as a national entity,” 
James Forrestal noted in his diary during the summer of 1945. “The real 
problem was whether or not Russian policy called for a continuation of 
the Third International’s objectives, namely, world revolution and the 
application of the political principles of the dialectical materialists for the 
entire world,”’8? Evidence that the Kremlin still harbored such ambitions 
arose from two sets of circumstances: the Russians’ use of communist 
parties in Eastern Europe as instruments with which to create their sphere 
of influence there; and the increasing success of communist parties in 
Western Europe, the Eastern Mediterranean, and China. In retrospect, it 
is not at all clear that these phenomena were related: The popularity of 
communist parties outside the Soviet sphere grew primarily out of their 
effectiveness as resistance fighters against the Axis; in Eastern Europe the 
communists owed their prominence chiefly to Moscow’s reliance on them 


8°Gaddis, Russia, the Soviet Union, and the United States, 65-145; see also chapter 1 of 
Gaddis, The Long Peace. 

81 At least Stalin’s action was so regarded in the United States. (See Gaddis, The United 
States and the Origins of the Cold War, 47-49.) But Vojtech Mastny doubts that Stalin’s 
primary motive was to improve cooperation with the West. (Russia’s Road to the Cold 
War: Diplomacy, Warfare, and the Politics of Communism, 1941-1945 [New York: 
1979], 94~97.) 

®82Division of European Affairs memorandum, “Current Problems in Relations with the 
Soviet Union,” 24 March 1944, FRUS, 1944, IV, 840. See also O.S.S. Research and 
Analysis Report #1552, “The Current Role of the Communist Party in the USSR,” 12 
June 1944, Office of Intelligence and Research Files, Department of State Records, Na- 
tional Archives. 

83Forrestal Diary, 30 June 1945, Millis, ed., The Forrestal Diaries, 72. 
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to consolidate its control.8* Nor was it obvious that the Soviet Union’s 
use of foreign communist parties to promote its interests necessarily proved 
an ideological motivation for its policies.*° 

But these fine points were difficult to keep in mind as the end of the 
war brought increases in the militancy—and the anti-American rheto- 
ric—of all communist parties, not least that of the Soviet Union itself.*° 
When combined with the indisputable evidence of Moscow’s unilateral 
expansionism, when considered against the record of how Nazi Germany 
had used “‘fifth columns”’ before the war, it is not surprising that concern 
about the ideological dimension of the Soviet challenge should have sur- 
faced as well. ““The tendency is increasingly marked,” the British embassy 
in Washington reported in August 1946, “‘to detect the Soviet mind or 
hand behind every move which seems to threaten or embarrass the United 
States or its friends, and to link events in one part of the world with those 
in another.”’®” The editors of Newsweek put it more bluntly: “U.S. offi- 
cials in the best position to judge fear they have confirmation that the 
Soviet Government has made up its mind that capitalism must be de- 
stroyed if Communism is to live.’’®* 

Both the “‘totalitarian” and the “ideological” explanations of Soviet 
behavior had in common the assumption that one was dealing with a 
compulsive internally driven process, unresponsive to gestures of re- 
straint or goodwill from the outside. There had been yet a third interpre- 


®4See, on this point, Mastny, Russia’s Road to the Cold War, 194, 231; also William Taub- 
man, Stalin’s American Policy: From Entente to Detente to Cold War (New York: 1982), 
75-82. 

854 State Department report, drafted late in 1945 by Charles E. Bohlen and Geroid T. 
Robinson, noted with unhelpful even-handedness that: “It is by no means to be expected 
that in the future the foreign policy of the Soviet leaders will be determined entirely by 
Marxian theory. This has never been the case since the establishment of the Soviet gov- 
ernment. ... Yet it would be very unsafe to assume, on the other hand, that the future 
attitude of the Soviet leaders toward non-Soviet states and toward the domestic forces 
and movements within those states will not be influenced in any degree by Marxian 
ideology.” (“The Capabilities and Intentions of the Soviet Union as Affected by American 
Policy,” 10 December 1945, as published in Diplomatic History I (Fall 1977]: 395.) 

8Particularly important in this regard was the Stalin “election” speech of 9 February 1946, 
which clearly gave the impression, whether intended or not, of a renewed ideological 
emphasis in Soviet policy. The impact of this speech is discussed in De Santis, The Diplo- 
macy of Silence, 172—73; but see also, for earlier indications of concern about ideology, 
Gaddis, The United States and the Origins of the Cold War, 296-99. 

®7Inverchapel to Foreign Office, 31 August 1946, Foreign Office Records, FO 371/51609/ 
AN2657, Public Record Office, London. 

88 Newsweek, 9 September 1946, 27. For an illuminating discussion of how John Foster 
Dulles had come, by the summer of 1946, to an almost entirely ideological explanation 
of Soviet behavior, see Ronald W. Pruessen, John Foster Dulles: The Road to Power 
(New York: 1982), 276-87. 
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tation of Moscow’s unilateralism, popular during the war, that had seen 
it as growing out of a quite understandable preoccupation with security 
capable of being alleviated by patient Western efforts to win the Rus- 
sians’ trust. President Roosevelt himself had made this ‘‘insecurity”’ the- 
ory the basis of his policy toward the Soviet Union, and it had remained 
very much alive—though under increasing challenge—during the first 
months of the Truman administration.®? But theories require validation 
if they are to be sustained: however persuasive the “‘insecurity” model of 
Soviet behavior may be in retrospect, what struck most observers at the 
time was the utter imperviousness of Stalin’s regime to the gestures of 
restraint and goodwill that emanated from the West during and imme- 
diately after the war.°° Moscow’s perceived failure to reciprocate these 
initiatives made it more and more difficult to sustain an interpretation of 
Soviet actions based on “‘insecurity,” as Henry Wallace found out when 
he attempted, during the spring and summer of 1946, to revive it within 
the inner councils of the government.”! The “totalitarian” and “ideolog- 
ical”? models were the obvious alternatives. 

It is ironic that the individual most influential in discrediting “insecu- 
rity” as an explanation of Soviet unilateralism shared many of its basic 
assumptions. George F. Kennan had never been inclined to interpret So- 
viet behavior in either strictly totalitarian or ideological terms. As a keen 
student of Russian history and culture, he was fully aware of the lack of 
self-confidence that plagued the Stalinist government, and of the extent 
to which its unilateralism was defensively motivated.?* But he emphati- 


89See sections II and III of this essay, above. 

See, on this point, Eduard Mark, “American Policy toward Eastern Europe and the Origins 
of the Cold War: An Alternative Interpretation,” Journal of American History LXVIII 
(September 1981): 313-36. 

For the Wallace affair, see Blum, ed., The Price of Vision, 589-601, 612-32; also J. 
Samuel Walker, Henry A. Wallace and American Foreign Policy (Westport, Conn.: 1976), 
146-65. Dulles’s comment on Wallace is worth noting: “It is a good initial approach to 
say that if you pat the dog he will not bite you. If, however, after several times patting 
the dog he still nips you, then it is necessary to think of another approach. Wallace has 
been sitting behind the scenes and has not had to go through the experience of having his 
hand nipped.” (Dulles to Irving Fisher, 23 September 1946, John Foster Dulles Papers, 
Seeley Mudd Library, Princeton University.) 

92“Security is probably their basic motive,” Kennan noted in the summer of 1946, “but 
they are so anxious and suspicious about it that the objective results are much the same 
as if the motive were aggression, indefinite expansion. They evidently seek to weaken all 
centers of power they cannot dominate, in order to reduce the danger from any possible 
rival.” (Kennan paper, “Draft of Information Policy on Relations with Russia,” 22 July 
1946, Dean Acheson Papers, Box 27, “State Department Under Secretary Correspon- 
dence, 1945-7,” HSTL.) Daniel Yergin’s characterization of Kennan as an advocate of 
what he calls the “Riga axioms,” an ideologically based explanation of Soviet behavior, 
strikes me as a considerable oversimplification. See his Shattered Peace, 27-28, 170. 
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cally did not share the view of Wallace and others that these attitudes 
could be modified from the outside. It was in an effort to bring official 
Washington to see that point that Kennan crafted the February 1946 
“long telegram,”’ to this day the single most influential explanation of 
postwar Soviet behavior, and one which powerfully reinforced the grow- 
ing tendency within the United States to interpret Moscow’s actions in a 
sinister light. 

The “long telegram” had the great influence that it did because it pro- 
vided a way to fuse concerns about totalitarianism and communism in 
dealing with the Soviet Union. It portrayed that state as one in which an 
autocratic tradition had become incorporated within an ideological com- 
pulsion to treat the outside world as hostile. The conclusion was clear: 
No actions the United States or its Western allies could take would alle- 
viate Stalin’s suspicion; the best one could do was to look to one’s own 
defenses—and to the strength and self-confidence of one’s own society— 
and wait for the internal forces of change within the Soviet system to 
have their effect.” 

There is a definite psychological satisfaction, when confronted with a 
phenomenon one does not understand, in finding a simple but persuasive 
explanation.** Whatever the actual intentions of its author,?> the 
“long telegram” performed that function within the government in 
1946; a similar analysis would find a wider audience the following 
year in the form of the famous “X” article in Foreign Affairs.°° The 
“totalitarianism-ideological” model of Soviet behavior provided a clear, 
plausible, and in many ways gratifying explanation of the Russians’ fail- 
ure to cooperate with their former allies in building a lasting peace: It 
absolved the United States of responsibility for the breakdown of war- 
time cooperation; it made any future relaxation of tensions dependent 
upon changes of heart in Moscow, not Washington. Americans did not 
welcome the onset of the cold war. But the rationale they worked out to 
account for its appearance at least had the advantage of allowing them 
to approach the coming contest with a reasonably clear conscience. 


The “long telegram” is published in FRUS, 1946, VI, 696-709. 

*4See Larson, Origins of Containment, 52-57. 

°*>Kennan’s own explanation of his intentions with respect to the “long telegram” and the 
“X” article are in his Memoirs: 1925-1950 (Boston: 1967), 292, 354-67. 

6X”? [George F. Kennan], ‘The Sources of Soviet Conduct,” Foreign Affairs XXV (July 
1947): 566-82. 
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The Soviet Union’s emergence as a potential adversary closed an obvious 
gap in Washington’s thinking about the postwar world. A generalized 
sense of vulnerability, related both to historical experience and to tech- 
nological change, had caused United States officials to regard preserva- 
tion of a global balance of power as a vital interest even before specific 
challenges to that balance had manifested themselves. This situation of 
perceived vulnerability in the absence of apparent threat accounts for the 
failure of the United States to deploy forces and establish bases in the 
way one might have expected had the Russians been seen as the enemy 
from the beginning.”” But Soviet unilateralism, together with the conclu- 
sions about the roots of Soviet behavior that unilateralism provoked, had 
by 1947 created a credible source of danger, with the result that Ameri- 
can strategy now took on a clearer and more purposeful aspect. 

Central to it was the defense of Western Europe, a priority so basic 
that it was more often assumed than articulated. “(It] is not a question 
of what men think now,” the Joint Chiefs of Staff noted in the spring of 
1947; “[(It] is something that has been demonstrated by what we have 
had to do, though tardily, and therefore at greater risk and cost, in actual 
warfare in the past. .. . The entire area of Western Europe is in first place 
as an area of strategic importance to the United States.’’?? And yet, Amer- 
ican planners had given remarkably little thought to the means by which 
that part of the world might be secured against Soviet expansionism. 
Their assumption—again mostly unstated—had been that Great Britain 
would provide the necessary counterpresence, and that the United States 
could concern itself with other matters.’ It had done just that through- 
out 1946, concentrating on resisting Soviet pressures aimed at Iran and 
Turkey, consolidating its position in Japan and southern Korea, mediat- 
ing the Chinese civil war, and attempting to resolve the diplomatic stale- 
mate over Germany. 

The British decision to withdraw military assistance from Greece and 
Turkey in February 1947 forced a reconsideration of these priorities, not 


°’My argument here follows that of Sherry, Preparing for the Next War, 215. 

*8ICS 1769/1, “United States Assistance to Other Countries from the Standpoint of Na- 
tional Security,” 29 April 1947, FRUS, 1947, I, 740. 

One of the best discussions of this point is still that of William Hardy McNeill, America, 
Britain @ Russia: Their Co-operation and Conflict, 1941-1946 (London: 1953), 753-— 
57, although the work of Sherry, Smith, and Converse, cited in the notes, makes it clear 
that McNeill somewhat exaggerated the eagerness of the American military to supplant 
British power. 
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because those two countries were of critical importance in and of them- 
selves, but because of the way in which London’s action dramatized the 
failure of Western Europe as a whole to recover from the war. A major 
consequence of that conflict has been, in Mackinder’s terminology, a se- 
vere weakening of the “rimland” states surrounding the Soviet “‘heart- 
land,”’ leaving only the “world island’’—effectively the United States—as 
a countervailing balance. But it was not until 1947 that Washington of- 
ficials realized the full implications of that fact and set about taking cor- 
rective action. 

At no point—despite references to the possibility of war in the 1946 
Clifford report—did these officials seriously anticipate a Soviet military 
attack in Europe. Estimates of Moscow’s intentions, whether from the 
Pentagon, the State Department, or the intelligence community, consis- 
tently discounted the possibility that the Russians might risk a direct mil- 
itary confrontation within the foreseeable future.!°° Several considera- 
tions contributed to that judgment, not least of which was the damage 
the Soviet Union itself had suffered during the war and the still relatively 
primitive character of its air and naval forces. But these estimates also 
suggested that the Russians would not need to use force to gain their 
objectives, because of the ease with which war-weakened neighbors could 
be psychologically intimidated. “If the countries of the world lose confi- 
dence in us,”’ General George A. Lincoln of the War Department General 
Staff told the Senate Foreign Relations Committee early in April 1947, 
“they may in effect pass under the Iron Curtain without any pressure 
other than the subversive pressure being put on them.” !°! 


100For a sampling of official assessments on this subject, see JIC 250/7, “Capabilities and 
Intentions of the USSR in the Post-War Period,” 7 February 1946, Army Staff Records, 
ABC 336 Russia, 22 Aug. 43, Section 1-B, Modern Military Records Branch, National 
Archives; Robert Murphy to H. Freeman Matthews, 3 April 1946, Department of State 
Records, 861.00/4-346, Box 6462, Diplomatic Branch, National Archives; War Depart- 
ment intelligence review, “Soviet Foreign Policy: A Summation,” 2 May 1946, Elsey 
Papers, Box 63, “Foreign Relations—Russia 1946—Report—Folder 3”; Joint Chiefs of 
Staff to Truman, 26 July 1946, Clark M. Clifford Papers, Box 14, “Russia [folder 3),” 
Harry S. Truman Library; George F. Kennan lecture to Foreign Service and State De- 
partment personnel, 17 September 1946, George F. Kennan Papers, Box 16, Seeley Mudd 
Library, Princeton University; Joint Chiefs of Staff to Secretaries of Army and Navy, 13 
March 1947, FRUS, 1947, V, 111-12. 

1017 incoln executive session testimony, 2 April 1947, U.S. Congress, Senate, Committee on 
Foreign Relations, Legislative Origins of the Truman Doctrine (Washington: 1973), 
160. “The Soviets still do not want war,” State Department adviser Harley A. Notter 
noted in July, “‘but believe that despite us they can gain their strategic objectives of 
control not only of the heartland of Europe and Asia but actually of the shores of those 
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American planners assumed a direct correlation between economic 
health, psychological self-confidence, and the capacity for defense. As a 
State-War-Navy Coordinating Committee report noted that same month: 
“Economic weaknesses may give rise to instability and subsequently to 
political shifts which adversely affect the security of the U.S.” This could 
happen through “boring from within” tactics or the threat of over- 
whelming external force, but in either event the outcome from the stand- 
point of American interests would be grim.!©? “Without further prompt 
and substantial aid from the United States,”” Under Secretary of State 
William Clayton argued, ‘economic, social and political disintegration 
will overwhelm Europe.”!° 

A Soviet-dominated Europe would pose obvious military dangers, even 
if military means were not used to secure it. In a clear echo of the wartime 
Mackinder-Spykman analysis, the Joint Chiefs of Staff pointed out that 
the Western Hemisphere contained 40 percent of the earth’s land surface 
but only 25 percent of its population. “The potential military strength of 
the Old World in terms of manpower ... and war-making capacity is 
enormously greater than that of our area of defense commitments, in 
which the United States is the only arsenal nation.” It was obvious, there- 
fore, that in case of war “‘we must have the support of some of the coun- 
tries of the Old World unless our military strength is to be overshadowed 
by that of our enemies.”” Western Europe was particularly important, not 
just because that region contained ‘‘almost all potentially strong nations 
who can reasonably be expected to ally themselves with the United States,” 
but also because without access to the eastern shore of the Atlantic, ‘“‘the 
shortest and most direct avenue of attack against our enemies will almost 
certainly be denied us.”’!* 

The economic consequences of a European collapse were less clear. 
The Truman administration found it convenient to argue publicly that 
the effect on the American domestic economy, in terms of lost exports, 


continents at every point of major vulnerability from sea and air.” (Notter to Dean 
Rusk, 14 July 1947, U.S. Department of State, Foreign Relations of the United States: 
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would be little short of disastrous.!°> What strikes one in retrospect, though, 
is how self-sufficient that economy actually was. Exports as a percentage 
of gross national product did not rise above 6.5 percent between 1945 
and 1950, a figure lower than had normally been the case before the 
Great Depression, when the government had adamantly resisted any kind 
of official aid for European reconstruction. American investment in Western 
Europe in the early postwar years was actually less than European in- 
vestment in the United States. It seems likely that administration officials 
stressed the economic implications of the crisis not because these stood 
out above the others, but because Washington had chosen economic as- 
sistance as the quickest and most effective way to respond to it.!° It was 
easier to sell an unprecedented foreign-aid package as a program to en- 
sure American prosperity than as a strategy for redressing the balance of 
power. 

But it was the psychological implications of an extension of Soviet 
influence over Europe that probably most concerned American leaders. 
Although the term domino theory would not come into currency for an- 
other decade, administration officials worried deeply about the ‘“‘band- 
wagon” effect that might ensue if the perception became widespread that 
the momentum in world affairs was on the Russians’ side.!°” And despite 
the United States’ own history of isolationism, despite its relative self- 
sufficiency, there was a very real fear of what might happen if the nation 
were left without friends in the world. In one sense, this fear grew out of 
the tradition of American exceptionalism. The United States had always 
viewed itself as both apart from and a model for the rest of the world; it 
could hardly have regarded with equanimity evidence that its example 
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was no longer relevant.'°? But, in another sense, it was precisely the 
unexceptional character of Americans in relation to the rest of the world 
that was at issue here: Who was to say that, buoyed by success in Europe, 
the totalitarian instinct might not take hold in the United States as well? 
“There is a little bit of the totalitarian buried somewhere, way down 
deep, in each and every one of us,”’ George Kennan reminded students at 
the National War College in the spring of 1947. “It is only the cheerful 
light of confidence and security which keeps this evil genius down. . . . If 
confidence and security were to disappear, don’t think that he would not 
be waiting to take their place.’’!©? 

The strategy of containment brought together the new American in- 
terest in maintaining a global balance of power with the perceived Mus- 
covite challenge to that equilibrium in a part of the world that could 
hardly have been more pivotal—Western Europe. It sought to deal with 
that danger primarily by economic rather than military means; its goal 
was not so much the creation of an American hegemony as it was a re- 
creation of independent centers of power capable of balancing each other 
as well as the Russians.!!° This is hardly the place to evaluate the success 
of that strategy or to trace its subsequent mutations and incarnations; 
these subjects have received excessively lengthy treatment elsewhere.!!! 
Suffice it to say that the strategy could not have evolved without the 


108The British embassy in Washington noted in March 1947 that “The missionary strain in 
the character of Americans . . . leads many of them to feel that they have now received 
a call to extend to other countries the blessings with which the Almighty has endowed 
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world leadership, Americans are genuinely afraid of standing alone.” (Inverchapel to 
Foreign Office, 13 March and 23 August 1947, Foreign Office Records, FO 371/67035/ 
R3482 and 61056/AN2982, Public Record Office, London.) 

10°Kennan, 28 March 1947, lecture, quoted in Kennan, Memoirs: 1925-1950, 319. 
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element of ‘containment’ ... would be the encouragement and development of other 
forces resistant to communism. The peculiar difficulty of the immediate post-hostilities 
period has rested in the fact that ... Russia was surrounded only by power vacuums. 
At the outset, these could be filled . . . only by direct action on the part of this Govern- 
ment. This is admittedly an undesirable situation; and it should be a cardinal point of 
our policy to see to it that other elements of independent power are developed on the 
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burden of ‘bi-polarity.” To my mind, the chief beauty of the Marshall plan was that it 
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Department of State Policy Planning Staff Records, Box 33 “Chronological—1947,” 
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perception of vulnerability brought about by the war, and the all-too- 
successful—if inadvertent—efforts of the Russians to give that abstrac- 
tion an alarming reality. 


VI 


Soviet historians have argued with unsurprising consistency through the 
years that the United States overreacted to the “threat” posed by the 
USSR in the wake of World War II.!!? During the late 1960s and early 
1970s, a number of American students of the early cold war expressed 
agreement with that conclusion, though not with the methods that had 
been used to arrive at it.!’9 In an inversion of Kennan’s theory regarding 
Russian behavior, these accounts portray official Washington as having 
in one way or another fabricated the myth of a hostile Soviet Union in 
order to justify its own internally motivated drive for international he- 
gemony. The difficulty with this argument is the impossibility of verifying 
it, for without access to Soviet sources there could be no definite conclu- 
sions regarding its accuracy. One cannot credibly assess responsibility 
when one can confirm the motives of only one side. The intervening years 
have brought us no nearer to a resolution of that problem, but they have 
witnessed the emergence of several new lines of historical interpretation 
that appear to call into question the thesis of American “overreaction.” 
One of these involves a reconsideration of Stalin’s policy by a new 
generation of scholars equally conversant, not only with the very limited 
number of Soviet and East European sources that are available, but with 
the overwhelming array of recently declassified American and British 
documents as well. The effect of this work is to confirm neither the “to- 
talitarian’” nor the “ideological” explanations of Stalin’s actions that were 
popular during the early cold-war years, but rather to see that dictator 
as having followed an “imperial’’ model of expansion: a pattern of be- 
112The clearest recent example in English is Nikolai V. Sivachev and Nikolai N. Yakovlev, 
Russia and the United States, translated by Olga Adler Titlebaum (Chicago: 1979), 
especially chapter six. 
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havior motivated by insecurity and characterized by caution, to be sure, 
but one that was also incapable of defining the limits of security require- 
ments and that sought, as a result, to fill power vacuums where this could 
be done without encountering resistance. The effect of this policy was 
twofold: to incorporate within the Soviet sphere what Vojtech Mastny 
has called “‘a cluster of sullen dependencies” that probably contributed 
to more than they subtracted from Moscow’s nervousness; and to alarm, 
and ultimately alienate, the United States and its Western European al- 
lies, who saw Stalin’s inability to define the full extent of his security 
requirements as likely to undermine their own.'!4 

It may well be, as William Taubman has argued, that the West gave 
up on the possibility of cooperation with Stalin before Stalin gave up on 
the possibility of cooperation with the West. But Taubman points out 
that any such cooperation would have been on the Kremlin leader’s terms 
and for his purposes: It would have been designed 


to foster Soviet control of Eastern Europe whether directly (in the case of Poland, 
Rumania, and Bulgaria) or indirectly (in Hungary and Czechoslovakia); to ex- 
pand Soviet influence in Western Europe, the Near East and Asia; to position the 
USSR for even greater gains when the next Western economic crisis struck; and 
to achieve all this while subsidized to the tune of at least six billion dollars in 
American credits.1° 


Western statesmen may perhaps be pardoned for not having shared this 
particular vision of the postwar world. 

Nor are they condemned, in the new historiography, for having re- 
- sorted to a strategy of containment; indeed, Mastny goes so far as to 
suggest that the West’s responsibility for the coming of the cold war lies 
more in the passive and dilatory character of its response than in its ag- 
gressiveness: “any Western policy likely to restrain [Stalin] would have 
had to follow a harder rather than a softer line; it would also have had a 
better chance to succeed if applied sooner rather than later.”’!!® Contain- 
ment no doubt reinforced Stalin’s suspicion of the West, but it can hardly 
be said to have created it; without containment, according to this new 
line of interpretation, the fears Western statesmen held at the time re- 
garding Soviet expansionism might well have become reality. 

Historians are also beginning to study the involvement of third parties 
14Mastny, Russia’s Road to the Cold War, especially 306-13. Mastny’s book is the most 

prominent example of this new interest in the early cold-war policies of the Soviet Union, 
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in the early cold war. This work sheds new light on the question of who 
saw whom as a threat. What emerges from it so far is the extent to which 
states along the periphery of the USSR tended to share Washington’s 
concern about Soviet intentions, and indeed to welcome American inter- 
vention in their affairs as a counterweight. The Norwegian historian Geir 
Lundestad has pointed out that Washington’s influence actually ex- 
panded more rapidly than did that of the Russians in the postwar world, 
but he argues that this happened because the United States was encour- 
aged to assert its power in order to balance that of the Russians.?!” Bruce 
Kuniholm has documented a similar pattern in the Near East: In 1946 
the Iranian government was demanding not less but greater American 
interference in its internal affairs on the grounds, as the U.S. ambassador 
put it, that ‘“‘the only way they can think of to counteract one influence 
is to invite another.”’!!® But the clearest case of all is the policy of Great 
Britain, which as Terry Anderson and Robert Hathaway have demon- 
strated, amounted almost to a conspiracy to involve the United States 
more actively in world affairs.!?” 

“If we cannot have a world community with the Russians as a con- 
structive member,” a British Foreign Office official minuted early in 1946, 
“it seems clear that the next best hope for peace and stability is that the 
rest of the world, including the vital North American arsenal, should be 
united in defense of whatever degree of stability we can attain.”’!”° This 
is as good a summary of London’s early cold-war policy, under both the 
Churchill and Attlee governments, as one is apt to find. The British had 
come earlier than their American allies to the conclusion that coopera- 
tion with the Russians was not going to be possible; certainly they wel- 
comed—and, at times, sought to reinforce—the increasing indications 
from Washington throughout 1946 and early 1947 that the Truman ad- 
ministration had come to share that view.!2! Their analysis of the reasons 


"7] undestad, America, Scandinavia, and the Cold War, 32, 335. See also Geir Lundestad, 
“Empire by Invitation?: The United States and Western Europe, 1945-1952,” Journal 
of Peace Research XXIII (1986): 263-77. 

'8George Allen to Loy Henderson, 6 July 1946, quoted in Kuniholm, The Origins of the 
Cold War in the Near East, 345. Kuniholm’s book sees a similar pattern in Turkey and 
Greece. 

"Terry H. Anderson, The United States, Great Britain, and the Cold War, 1944-1947 
(Columbia, Mo.: 1981); Robert M. Hathaway, Ambiguous Partnership: Britain and 
America, 1944-1947 (New York: 1981). The point is also made in Alan Bullock, Ernest 
Bevin: Foreign Secretary (New York: 1983), especially 347—48, 394. 

1207 C. Donnelly minute, 5 March 1946, Foreign Office Records, FO 371/51606/ANS587, 
London. 

'21See on this point, in addition to the Anderson, Bullock, and Hathaway volumes cited 
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for Soviet unilateralism roughly paralleled that of the Americans;!?* nor 
were they inclined to find fault—apart from some wincing at the rhetor- 
ical excesses involved—with the strategies Washington proposed to deal 
with that problem. Indeed, if anything, London’s attitude was that the 
Americans were not doing enough: It was this conviction that led Foreign 
Secretary Ernest Bevin late in 1947 to propose to the United States a 
formal and permanent peacetime military alliance with Western Eu- 
rope.!?3 

It is, of course, easy to see self-serving motivations at work in the 
invitations the British government and its counterparts in Western Eu- 
rope and the Near East extended to the United States to expand its influ- 
ence in their parts of the world. It could be argued that had that desire 
for an American presence not existed, these “‘third party” assessments of 
Russian intentions might have been considerably less alarmist than they 
were. But that is missing the point, for it is also the case that had a 
credible Soviet threat not presented itself, these countries would not have 
been seeking the expansion of American power in the first place. “It has 
really become a matter of the defence of western civilisation,” the British 
Foreign Office concluded early in 1948: 


Not only is the Soviet government not prepared at the present state to co-operate 
in any real sense with any non-Communist ... Government, but it is actively 
preparing to extend its hold over the remaining portion of continental Europe 
and, subsequently, over the Middle East and no doubt the bulk of the Far East 
as well... . [P]hysical control of the Eurasian land mass and eventual control of 
the whole World Island is what the Politburo is aiming at—no less a thing than 
that. The immensity of the aim should not betray us into believing in its imprac- 
ticality. Indeed, unless positive and vigorous steps are shortly taken by those 
other states who are in a position to take them . .. the Soviet Union will gain 
political and strategical advantages which will set the great communist machine 
in action, leading either to the establishment of a World Dictatorship or (more 
probably) to the collapse of organised society over great stretches of the globe.'”* 


above, Peter G. Boyle, “The British Foreign Office View of Soviet-American Relations, 
1945-46,” Diplomatic History I (Summer 1979): 307-20. 
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It is significant that this top-secret Foreign Office document, circulated 
only with the highest levels of the British government and declassified 
only after the passage of more than three decades, should have revealed 
an assessment of the Soviet threat more sweeping in character and apoc- 
alyptic in tone than anything in the record of private or public statements 
by major American officials at the time. The progression from Mackinder 
to Spengler, it appears, was easier than one might think. 


VII 


History, inescapably, involves viewing distant pasts through the prism of 
more recent ones. The incontestable fact that the United States overre- 
acted more than once during the subsequent history of the cold war to 
the perceived threat of Soviet and/or “communist” expansionism has, to 
an extent, blinded us to the equally demonstrable fact that in the imme- 
diate postwar years the behavior of the Russians alarmed not just Amer- 
icans but a good portion of the rest of the world as well. How well- 
founded that alarm was—how accurately it reflected the realities that 
shaped Soviet policy—are issues upon which there are legitimate grounds 
for disagreement. But to deny that the alarm itself was sincere, or that 
Americans were not alone in perceiving it, is to distort the view through 
the prism more than is necessary. Fear, after all, can be genuine without 
being rational. And, as Sigmund Freud once pointed out, even paranoids 
can have real enemies. !?° 


'5The Basic Writings of Sigmund Freud, trans. and ed. by A. A. Brill (New York: 1938), 
163. 
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Alliance and autonomy: European identity and 
U.S. foreign policy objectives in the 
Truman years 


CHARLES S. MAIER 


“Pax Americana” is a resonant term that conceals a crucial question: 
How much power and control did the United States exert in postwar 
Europe? U.S. policy involved organizing a coalition of nations, encour- 
aging European leaders who shared the political objectives of the United 
States, and seeking to isolate those who did not. It meant using economic 
assistance as well as the appeal of a liberal ideology to reinforce centrist 
political preferences among European voting publics and working-class 
movements. At the same time Washington policy makers were suppos- 
edly committed to encouraging European autonomy. How did alliance 
and autonomy mesh? In some instances one goal might have to yield, at 
least temporarily. Consider, for example, the dilemma presented as late 
as 1951 by government fecklessness in Greece (admittedly the feeblest of 
the regimes in the U.S. orbit). William Foster at Economic Cooperation 
Administration (ECA) headquarters in Paris might wire officials in Ath- 
ens that “any further assumption of responsibility for managing Greek 
affairs, despite recurring evidence that a weak government prefers to pass 
responsibility for potentially unpopular decisions, ... could ultimately 
evolve into colonial relationship between Greece and U.S. which, of course, 
is wholly contrary to American objectives.”” But the mission in Athens 
responded, “It appears to us that, US aid being decisive factor in main- 
taining Greek stability, ‘intervention’ is a concomitant of our position. 
Insistence on sound performance is obligation we cannot escape.””! 


"National Archives (NA): Federal Record Center, Suitland, Md.: RG 469, Office of the 
Special Representative, Confidential Incoming Cables. 
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An “obligation we cannot escape”’: the concept is a warning that to 
summarize the components and the limits of U.S. ascendancy in the post- 
war years is not easy. Pax Americana summons up the image of empire, 
with Washington assuming an exhausted London’s mission. A historian 
who uses the phrase implies that the United States took up an imperial 
role, perhaps ‘‘accidentally,” to borrow Ronald Steel’s phrase, perhaps 
“reluctantly,” to concur with John Gaddis’s judgment, but the role is 
recognizably imperial nonetheless.” But does the imperial analogue help 
us to understand the U.S. role and Europe’s own organization? Only if it 
is analyzed more carefully than is usually the case. 

To begin with, European antiquity alone (leaving aside East Asia and 
the world of Islam) offers two models of classical empire, Athenian and 
Roman. Only the former is heuristically compelling. Rome forcibly in- 
corporated other peoples in a common legal framework ruled from the 
center. Athens’s empire, in contrast, arose out of a military coalition that 
split into two blocs once the Persian threat was repulsed. Although Ath- 
ens could enforce its hegemony with cynical brutality (‘The strong do 
what they will, the weak do what they must”), the city did not seek 
directly to rule other communities but to encourage friendly elites within 
them and preserve their alignment. For postwar U.S. policy, the analogue 
of empire becomes useful precisely to reveal the structure of coordination 
(a more precise word than control) across national boundaries. 

What characterized such a structure of coordination, assuming that it 
did not rest on repression alone? One characteristic was the popular ac- 
ceptance of shared values and a common commitment (tested by elec- 
tions and by the absence of disabling public protest) to transnational 
ideals that motivate political behavior. Another was the formation of a 
new elite who had a personal and political stake in defending the values. 
When national sovereignty or local rule persists, an imperial framework 
rests less on crude domination from the center than on consensus con- 
cerning the policy objectives that motivate the influential groups within 


7] agree with the idea of an imperial paradigm put forward by John Lewis Gaddis, ‘‘The 
Emerging Post-Revisionist Synthesis on the Origins of the Cold War,” Diplomatic History 
7, no. 3 (Summer 1983): 171-90, especially 182—83. In the discussion at the symposium, 
Ronald Steel used the term ‘“‘accidental” empire. But from the viewpoint of Britain and 
Rome, empire also came “‘accidentally,” as each power usually expanded more to safe- 
guard the last foothold acquired than to follow any grand plan. (Of course, every empire 
defines its role as defensive; its apologists rarely improve on Virgil: “Remember, Roman, 
to rule the people under law, to establish the way of peace, to subdue the haughty, to 
spare the meek.”’) 
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each country. Certainly, the Atlantic Community provided the institu- 
tions to nurture such an elite, obviously the long-standing institutions of 
religion, representative government, and law but also the newer ones of 
the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD), 
the Common Market, the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO), 
and the continuing stream of semiofficial exchanges, such as productivity 
missions, student exchanges, the Council on Foreign Relations, founda- 
tions, city-twinning, and the like. 

Does it make sense, however, to think of such a system of common 
purpose as “imperial”? Did not shared concerns about economic collapse 
and communist expansion merely provoke a democratic reflex that united 
the Atlantic Community? That is how the orthodox historiography tends 
to describe the developments in the late 1940s and 1950s. To answer the 
question requires more careful reflection about the relationship between 
the United States and Europe, between the center of power and wealth 
and those countries that (if inaccurately thought of as periphery or prov- 
ince) were at least relatively poor and weak. The premise of this essay is 
that, given the basic inequality of resources after World War II, it would 
have been very difficult for any system of economic linkages or military 
alliance not to have generated an international structure analogous to 
empire. Hegemony was in the cards, which is not to say that Americans 
did not enjoy exercising it (once they resolved to pay for it). To state this, 
however, is to explain little. The more intriguing issue remains the degree 
to which the U.S. ascendancy allowed scope for European autonomy. 
The relationship worked out between Washington and the European cen- 
ters during the formative Truman years provided cohesive political pur- 
pose but simultaneously allowed significant national independence. To 
explain that dual result is the purpose of this essay. 

From Washington’s viewpoint as of 1950, U.S. policy might have been 
described as a process of growing coherence and resolution. From a con- 
fused postwar period in which most Americans thought primarily of 
winding down their wartime commitments, the Truman administration 
recognized the threat of Soviet communist expansionism, provided eco- 
nomic and military reassurances that we would not simply abandon those 
who wished to resist Soviet encroachment, launched a major coordinated 
plan for economic recovery, and then served as architect for a military 
alliance and tentative political cooperation. Under the aegis of contain- 
ment and the leadership of Truman, Americans committed themselves to 
a continuing role in West European affairs. Whether one admires the 


276 CHARLES S. MAIER 


process of leadership or deplores it as provocative, certainly the policy of 
the Truman years—carried through by a remarkable phalanx of inter- 
nationalists such as Robert Lovett, Averell Harriman, George Marshall, 
and Dean Acheson, all trained to influence and command and convinced 
that Washington must in fact exert influence and command—is one of 
remarkable purposefulness. 

To be sure, this policy could not have enjoyed success had there been 
no West European interlocutors, a team of partners who quickly became 
convinced that their own countries’ interests, and perhaps their own per- 
sonal political fortunes, were best served by alignment in the new field of 
U.S. strength. As noted, such a transnational elite forms the backbone of 
any imperial system. Nevertheless, Europeans had their own problems 
and their own priorities. These did not always coincide with American 
preoccupations, even when common interests prescribed the same overall 
policies. Moreover, Europeans from the different countries understood 
how to pursue their own independent agendas under the U.S. umbrella. 
This freedom of action did not weaken Washington’s policies. On the 
contrary, it allowed U.S. actions to seem less dominating and less con- 
straining and thus probably helped make for a more broadly accepted 
policy. Precisely this possibility for national divergence made American 
policies more supple and more attractive than they might otherwise have 
been. John Gaddis has used the term “empire by consent,” and I have 
referred to “consensual hegemony.” But how was that consent achieved? 
And how could there be national differentiation within an overarching 
U.S.-sponsored Atlantic structure? 

The major slogan invented to describe U.S. policies was ‘“‘contain- 
ment.” In some ways containment remained an American concept. It de- 
fined policy as seen from the great-power center. Europeans accepted the 
notion, but it did not motivate them in the same integrating and substan- 
tive way. They remained concerned about economic recovery, economic 
integration, and national autonomy as much within blocs as between 
them. Here we will attempt to see the interlocking of the U.S. agenda and 
the Washington conceptualization of foreign policy with some of the Eu- 
ropean agendas and their respective notions of foreign policy objectives. 
There was much shared purpose to be sure, perhaps more than in any 
earlier or subsequent period. But even with the extraordinary consensus 
of the late 1940s to the mid-1960s, different national objectives did not 
cease to exist. 
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U.S. policy obviously had a political and an economic aspect. I have de- 
scribed the economic aspect in an earlier paper as “the politics of pro- 
ductivity.”? Unlike “containment,” this was not a term applied by policy 
makers at the time. Nonetheless, the watchword of productivity became 
important in 1947 as the Marshall Plan (substantial aid to an integrated 
West European region) emerged out of the ad hoc aid characteristic of 
immediate postwar efforts. Before 1947 U.S. assistance had been fun- 
neled through the United Nations Relief and Rehabilitation Administra- 
tion (UNRRA) and Government Aid and Relief in Occupied Areas. These 
grants represented large amounts even by later Marshall Plan standards, 
but they responded to the priorities of basic recovery that the war seemed 
to dictate. UNRRA aid remained relatively apolitical, although the fail- 
ure to win political mileage made UNRRA financing increasingly unpal- 
atable during 1946, as cold-war bipolarity became a major theme of U.S. 
foreign relations. Congress resented communist exploitation of U.S. funds 
in Eastern Europe. State Department officials disliked the Keynesian so- 
cial activism of American UNRRA officials in Italy. Administration offi- 
cials turned to anti-communist arguments to justify major loans to France; 
and overall more influential Americans agreed with David Rockefeller’s 
argument in the Council on Foreign Relations that ‘‘we should decide 
which groups we favored . . . and we should let them know our attitude 
even to the extent of offering selective economic support.’” Still, as late 
as the deliberations on the Foreign Relief Aid Bill in spring of 1947, 
Democratic senators found it an acceptable proposition that ‘“‘a needy 
Communist ought to get relief.’ 
3Charles S$. Maier, “The Politics of Productivity: Foundations of American International 
Economic Policy After World War II,” in Peter Katzenstein, ed., Between Power and 
Plenty: The Foreign Economic Policies of Advanced Industrial States (Madison: Univer- 
sity of Wisconsin Press, 1978), 23-49. 
4Rockefeller’s views summarized in Council on Foreign Relations Archives, Records of 
Groups/XII G, Discussion Group on Reconstruction in Western Europe, 18 December 
1946. For the problems of UNRRA in Italy, see John L. Harper, “Reconstruction through 
Economics: The American Experience in Italy, 1945-1948” (revised Ph.D. diss., Johns 
Hopkins School of Advanced International Studies, 1984). For the debates on the Blum 
loan, see National Advisory Council on International Monetary and Financial Policies, 6 
May 1946, in NA, Washington: Office of the Secretary of the Treasury, RG 56. 
5C. Tyler Wood’s testimony in Senate Committee on Foreign Relations, Historical Series: 
Executive Hearings ...on H.J. Res. 153 and Sen. 1774, Foreign Relief Aid: 1947 (Wash- 
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Aid through early 1947, moreover, was keyed to relief. But by the 
spring of that year, Washington planners, cold-war politics aside, be- 
lieved that approach would remain insufficient. In effect, foreign assis- 
tance would have to recapitulate the earlier progress of the New Deal, 
going from the Federal Emergency Relief Administration to the Public 
Works Administration and Work Projects Administration—that is, from 
relief to job creation and to investment in infrastructure. To be sure, the 
proximate impulse in the spring of 1947 for Marshall’s initiative arose 
from a balance-of-payments crisis. Europe simply lacked the dollars to 
import agricultural goods, coal, and other basic necessities. The severe 
winter of 1947 had choked off the initial recovery of 1946. European 
workers were losing patience with counsels of restraint; strikes broke out 
and political conflict flared. Fuel was catastrophically scarce because coal 
barges could not move on the frozen northern rivers and German miners 
were weakened by hunger. Factories had to be cut back to partial work 
weeks. With massive discontent among labor, all efforts appeared blighted. 
The need was to rebuild the European economy so it would not be in a 
state of perpetual dollar hemorrhage. Integration with East European 
agricultural areas appeared a dead letter given the breakdown of Soviet- 
American agreement on Germany. The moment had come for a concept 
of far more integrated West European assistance, if only to persuade 
Congress that relief would not be poured perpetually down a rathole.® 

As the European Recovery Program (ERP) was established over the 
course of the following year, with its country missions and Washington 
ECA headquarters, the rationale of enhancing “productivity” was in- 
creasingly developed. Productivity was the allegedly apolitical criterion 
that motivated recovery assistance. Just as the idea of “totalitarianism” 
offered an explanatory construct that could account for Soviet behavior, 
as John Gaddis points out, so “‘productivity” could serve to sum up 
American economic aspirations. Productivity was an index of efficiency: 
It implied clearing away bottlenecks to production and getting the high- 
est output from labor and capital, just as the United States had so ob- 
viously accomplished. Productivity supposedly dictated no political inter- 
ference; for what groups could object to such a neutral measure of 
economic achievement? 

Productivity, I have suggested elsewhere, derived from an American 


®See Michael J. Hogan, “The Search for a ‘Creative Peace’: The United States, European 
Unity, and the Origins of the Marshall Plan,” Diplomatic History 6, no. 3 (Summer 1982): 
267-85. 
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ideological legacy from the Progressive Era. The American celebration of 
private enterprise was periodically punctuated by reform crusades, usu- 
ally couched as attacks on the forces of monopoly on behalf of exploited 
farmers or virtuous small businessmen oppressed by corporations. Re- 
form efforts, however, had to yield after a decade of conflict to political 
exhaustion and conservative revival. Precisely as the celebration of ex- 
pansion, growth, efficiency, and then, in the late 1940s, of productivity 
legitimated the dismantling of ideological fervor and the renewed cele- 
bration of American capitalism, now outfitted with a set of reforms that 
had not earlier been present, so the prewar Progressive Era had spawned 
the efficiency movement and the crusade against “waste in industry” that 
the wartime production performance of 1917-18 seemed to vindicate.” 

Similarly, the acrimonious reform period of the New Deal, especially 
the antibusiness rhetoric of 1936 to 1938, yielded to Roosevelt’s “Dr. 
Win the War,” the return of business executives as dollar-a-year men, 
and the suspension of antitrust concerns.® The wartime output of tanks, 
planes, and Liberty ships vindicated the promise of productivity. It brought 
into national service many of the businessmen who would set their stamp 
on the Truman administration. Productivity suggested that class conflict 
was not inevitable and that management and labor did not have to quar- 
rel over the shares of wages and profits. If they only cooperated, the 
dividend of economic growth might reward them both. Thus, economic 
growth in a sense promised the adjournment of political and social con- 
flict; it would transform basic struggles into cooperative searches for op- 
timal economic solutions, “‘the one best way.” 

Of course, there was an implicit politics in productivity. It effectively 
declared out of bounds any Marxist or left-wing notion that capitalism 
itself might be inequitable. Only self-serving parties interested in their 
own selfish power could object to economic growth. Acceptance of pro- 
ductivity as a goal effectively froze the division of income and managerial 
power in a society, promising proportional increments of growth to 


7On this, see Robert Cuff, The War-Industries Board: Business-Government Relations dur- 
ing World War I (Baltimore, Md.: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1973); and Ellis W. 
Hawley, The Great War and the Search for a Modern Order (New York: Saint Martin’s, 
1979), 24-27, and passim on associational efforts during the war and the next decade. 

®On the suspension of antitrust, see Ellis W. Hawley, The New Deal and the Problem of 
Monopoly (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1966), 440—42; on businessmen, 
John Morton Blum, V Was for Victory: Politics and American Culture during World War 
IT (New York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1976), 106—46; and, most revealing for labor, 
Nelson Lichtenstein, Labor’s War at Home: The CIO in World War II (Cambridge: Cam- 
bridge University Press, 1982). 
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everyone but keeping the basic distributions of authority and wealth the 
same. Americans were willing to accept this bargain, as agreement on 
productivity-keyed wages indicated. The United States was a society whose 
immigrant base in effect wagered on growth alone for prosperity. 

But applied to Europe, such a policy meant by 1947-48 that com- 
munist spokesmen must be viewed as obstructionist, especially after the 
Soviet Union decided that it could not participate in the Marshall Plan 
and in the fall of 1947 urged communist party leaders in the West to 
enter a new phase of long-term obstruction.” Instead, productivity served 
to rally social-democratic labor groups. French and Italian social demo- 
crats were dissatisfied with galloping inflation in their countries and wanted 
the restoration of wage differentials, which communists opposed. Lead- 
ers of the Force Ouvriére in France, the non-communist trade unionists 
in Italy, and the anti-communist Trades Union Congress in Britain looked 
to U.S. government assistance or sympathetic American Federation of 
Labor emissaries with well-upholstered checkbooks to help them resist 
communist politicization and subversion of their own unions.!° Produc- 
tivity thus came to Europe as the ideological watchword of a coalition 
that would unite progressive management and collaborative labor. 

The slogan motivated exchanges of labor groups across the Atlantic, 


? Communist policy has been interpreted differently. See Alfred Rieber, Stalin and the French 
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Nord et du Pas-de-Calais de la Libération aux gréves de novembre 1947,” Actes du Col- 
loque de l'Université de Lille III, 2-3 novembre 1974, in Revue du Nord 57 (1975): 563— 
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however, the objective of the mass communist strikes of 1947—48 seems less to have been 
to seize power (they knew this was impossible) than to show the centrist parties, including 
the Socialists, that their countries could not be governed without their cooperation. Here, 
too, they miscalculated. In effect, U.S. capital replaced communist labor. 
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joint productivity councils, and even productivity villages in Italy.1! The 
politics of productivity thus marked the critical years of 1948 to 1950 as 
purposeful Western policy emerged from earlier contradictory or ambig- 
uous initiatives. In the spring of 1947 communists were thrust out of the 
governing coalitions in France, Belgium, and Italy. Hungary and then, in 
February 1948, Czechoslovakia fell under communist control. The divi- 
sion of Germany was effectively confirmed with the introduction of the 
Western currency reform, which was answered by the Berlin blockade. 
The World Federation of Trade Unions went into schism, as did the union 
confederations in the continental countries. !? 

In the United States the idea of productivity was complemented by the 
theme of sustained economic growth; the first reference to this—outside 
academic journals—that I am aware of was in the speeches of the New 
Dealish chairman of the Council of Economic Advisers, Leon Keyser- 
ling.!? Growth and productivity were to remain underlying guidelines for 
foreign policy. Even as they were being crowded out after Korea by more 
purely military and security-oriented concepts, Atlantic leaders invoked 
their efficacy. “The improvement of productivity, in its widest sense, re- 
mains the fundamental problem of Western Europe,”” OECD spokesmen 
wrote in 1952. And Thomas Cabot, the director of international security 
affairs in the State Department, insisted as he turned over the Mutual 
Security Program to its incoming director, Averell Harriman, “In my view 
we have been remiss in not giving productivity greater emphasis. .. . If 
we can sell Europe on the fundamental advantages of a competitive and 
reasonably free system of enterprise, I have no doubt the standard of 
living there will advance soon to a level where there is no danger what- 
ever of its being subverted.” '* 

The politics of productivity, however, formed only one key concept 
underlying U.S. policy in the years after 1947. The other was the more 


11Cf. Charles S. Maier, ‘‘The Politics of Productivity”; David W. Ellwood, “Il Piano Mar- 
shall e il processo di modernizzazione in Italia,” in Elena Aga Rossi, ed., I] Piano Mar- 
shall e ’Europa (Rome: Trecani, 1983), 149-61. 
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Lutz Niethammer, eds., Der Marshall Plan und die europdischen Linke (Frankfurt am 
Main: Europaische Verlagsanstalt, 1986), 194-211, 501-34; also Niethammer, Stuktur- 
reform und Wachstumspakt, in H. O. Vetter, ed., Vom Sozialistengesetz zur Mitbestim- 
mung (Cologne: Bund Verlag, 1975), 303-58. 

13 Keyserling, “Prospects for American Economic Growth,” address in San Francisco, 18 
September 1949, in Harry S. Truman Library (HSTL), PSF, 143: “Agencies: Council of 
Economic Advisers.” 

14Organization for European Economic Cooperation (OEEC), Europe: The Way Ahead, 
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geopolitical notion of containment and national security, which is the 
focus for John Gaddis’s contribution to this volume and need not be 
emphasized here. Containment and security, however, drew on a more 
recent intellectual legacy. Productivity was as American as apple pie. Ef- 
ficiency and cooperation, the fundamentals of the U.S. economy, had 
been repeatedly invoked. The tradition of containment developed instead 
what had previously been a minority current. True, Sir Halford Mac- 
kinder’s geopolitics with its geographical determinism had found earlier 
apostles, and Brooks Adams’s imperialism introduced more European 
tonalities. From the turn of the century different geopolitical concepts 
had clashed, notably the maritime idea of Admiral Alfred Mahan that 
justified navalism and the Mackinder emphasis on the continental heart- 
land. During World War II, the War and Peace Study Groups of the 
Council of Foreign Relations included proponents of geopolitics eager to 
acquire foreign bases and maintain a strong postwar military force.’ 

Melvyn Leffler has recently demonstrated how the U.S. military and 
defense officials combined became imbued with a fusion of geopolitical 
and economic concerns in the late 1940s, to the extent that they dis- 
cerned a unified Soviet goal to control the resources of Eurasia.!© Kennan 
himself, the intellectual adumbrator of political containment, was trained 
in Sovietology by right-wing Germans in the 1920s and liked to indulge 
his penchant for analysis in terms of Spenglerian evocations of national 
psychology and climate and overpowering landscape: Russian expansion 
resulted from the “age-old sense of insecurity of a sedentary people reared 
on an exposed plain in the neighborhood of fierce nomadic peoples” and 
Moscow’s security might be sought “only in patient but deadly struggle 
for total destruction [with the] rival power.” !” 

Productivity and containment were the twin themes of postwar U.S. 
foreign policy: the one upbeat, can-do, confident that with the removal 
of bottlenecks, abundance could reconcile all political differences; the 
other somber, minor-key, predicting twilight struggles and the need for 
untiring resistance until rivulets of reform might eventually thaw the fro- 


‘5 Council on Foreign Relations Archives, Records of Groups. Cf. the study in progress by 
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zen Soviet political system. The simultaneous pursuit of both ideas al- 
lowed the bipartisan foreign-policy coalition enough unity at home to 
overcome isolationism, rallying former New Dealers confident of the 
blessings of Keynesianism abroad and interventionist strategic thinkers 
convinced that the future lay with NSC 68 (the plan for U.S. rearmament 
developed in early 1950). Moreover, the themes could cross-fertilize each 
other, so that adherents of one mode, the social engineers of the New 
Deal, could appeal to the imperatives of the other, the Catos of prepar- 
edness. 

Keyserling argued that the communist threat mandated a larger tax 
bite in the economy and expressed confidence that the government could 
orchestrate this intervention.!* Mobilization meant government activism, 
obviously in terms of greater government spending, but also in planning 
and organization, because “needs seem to me to call for further improve- 
ment and further centralization of the overall programming of require- 
ments and supply.’’ Conversely, among the celebrators of military secu- 
rity, National Securities Resources Board Chairman Stuart Symington 
could wax vague and rhapsodic about the urgency of long-range diplo- 
matic, economic, and military planning to counter the decades-long So- 
viet move toward world domination.!” 

Finally, both themes spotlighted Western Europe. The military resisted 
initiatives that divided Europe longer than civilian planners in Washing- 
ton. Eisenhower and other generals recalled wartime collaboration with 
the Soviets; in addition the army was responsible for a theoretical four- 
power administrative task force in Germany. Containment had to mean 
containment at the Elbe, had to imply the frank write-off of Eastern Eu- 
rope and the acceptance of spheres of influence that had earlier been 
resisted. Similarly, productivity had to draw on the skilled labor and re- 
sources of Western Europe; it had little relevance for what would later 
be called the Third World. 


The diversity of European vulnerabilities and resources 


The objectives of containment and productivity characterized policy in 
general, but they also suggested different needs for different European 
societies. Washington policy makers worked to encourage an integrated 


18 Chairman of the CEA to the president, 2 November 1951, FRUS, 1951, I, 245-54. 
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Western Europe, but they also understood that each country had partic- 
ular vulnerability and potential resources. A common urgency underlay 
the crisis of 1947—the conviction that Western Europe was an entity that 
in effect had to be created to be preserved. But there was no undifferen- 
tiated bloc; there were specific problems, opportunities, and missions. 

The European countries seemed to pose three sorts of challenge for 
U.S. policy during the Truman period. The most urgent and brutal was 
that of direct communist takeover. The image of countries slipping be- 
hind the Iron Curtain, of being “lost” to communism, prompted the ar- 
ticulation of containment. Communist takeover could result from armed 
subversion, as the Truman administration beheld it in Turkey and Greece. 
Renewed civil war prompted the earliest declaration of anti-communist 
intent, the Truman Doctrine of March 1947. Given the fragility of the 
Greek regime, U.S. intervention soon led to the greatest degree of politi- 
cal penetration outside occupied Germany.”° But communist takeover 
need not be military. The Italian government in 1947 and early 1948 
seemed almost as precarious. Italy’s Communist party appeared to have 
the power to paralyze economic reform—to be sure, reform carried out 
along classical deflationary lines that restored management’s power to 
lay off workers, which had been effectively suspended at liberation. Even 
sober American observers believed that the April 1948 elections might 
return the communists to a dominant government role. A pessimistic 
Kennan suggested that it would be better to provoke a communist upris- 
ing that might seize the industrial north but would at least allow military 
intervention to save the south.?! 

Direct communist takeover was not the only danger, however. It might 
arise as the upshot of civil war or violence. (The Czech coup of February 
1948 revealed that direct-action factory committees should spearhead a 
virtual coup d’état. Nonetheless, Prague’s freedom from communist con- 
trol had been understood as limited once Czechoslovakia withdrew from 
the Paris discussions designed to work out European cooperation with 
the Marshall Plan.) But after April 1948, the danger of takeover seemed 
less pressing. More threatening was the danger of political and economic 
paralysis. Institutional crises would continue to affect Italy even after the 
peril of outright takeover seemed to pass, and they threatened French 
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governments as well. Although Americans worried briefly in 1947 that 
Gaullist electoral gains might prompt communist counteraction, they be- 
came more concerned that the government’s inability to master inflation 
might force the centrist parties to readmit the Communist party to the 
ruling coalition of Catholics, Socialists, and center parties. The outcome 
that was dreaded was less direct takeover than an inability to generate 
productivity and recovery—a vicious circle of inflationary wage settle- 
ments and continuing state deficits, growing alienation of labor, and 
eventually a debilitating neutralism. Similar concerns held for Italy in 
1947 and 1948. Although Luigi Einaudi, supported by Alcide De Gas- 
peri, imposed a deflationary monetary reform in late 1947, unless 
communist-dominated unions were subdued, wage pressure would choke 
off investment. 

These dangers overcome, a third order of difficulty still threatened 
Washington’s overall design. By 1949, “integration” had become a ma- 
jor theme of economic and political aspirations.?* Although some degree 
of integration had stamped the Marshall Plan from its inception, Paul 
Hoffman and ECA administrators pressed the idea vigorously as the ERP 
went into its postcrisis phase. Integration had traditionally implied work- 
ing toward a common market, but in 1948—49, it referred specifically to 
achieving monetary convertibility. Without multilateral clearances, U.S. 
subsidies could not generate their most efficient stimulus. Under Wash- 
ington’s prodding, the issue of payments was finally resolved with the 
creation of the European Payments Union. If the ‘“‘weak”’ countries were 
the problems of 1947 and 1949, it was Britain that would prove the most 
resistant to economic integration. Military integration, the challenge of 
the final three years of the Truman presidency, remained another matter. 
Potential German neutralism and French fears of a revived Germany would 
then become preoccupying, although never to a fundamental degree. 

Communist takeover, economic paralysis, and resistance to integra- 
tion thus emerged as successive perils to U.S. policy for Europe. The 
countries most worrisome in 1947 were the least-so later. The societies 
least vulnerable at first were to become more problematic when integra- 
tion was at stake. But U.S. policy makers also understood that the Euro- 
pean countries brought different assets as well as difficulties. The Euro- 
pean nations would make diverse contributions to the common effort. 

West Germany clearly had an economic vocation. Even as food short- 
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ages provoked demonstrations and coal output fell in the spring of 1947, 
Americans sought to draw on German mining and industrial potential. 
American businessmen, trade unionists, and political leaders alike be- 
lieved that German resources could serve Western Europe as a whole. As 
Democratic Senator Tom Connally said, ‘“We cannot afford to destroy 
Germany. She is the economic heart of Europe. ... There is too much 
ability in Germany and too many people that know how to do things just 
to slam down on her and permit the destruction of her plants and the 
removal of machinery and things to Russia and to other countries.” 
Not everyone agreed with former President Hoover that denazification 
should be suspended and all restrictions on industry lifted (for Germany 
was still producing below the ceilings imposed). Nonetheless, there was 
a broad consensus on the need for production. ‘“‘The best reparations our 
Western Allies can obtain is the prompt recovery of Germany,” Secretary 
of Commerce Harriman reported to Truman after his investigations of 
the summer of 1947. “‘We cannot revive a self-supporting Western Eu- 
ropean economy without a healthy Germany playing its part as a pro- 
ducing and consuming unit.”’* 
Assigning West Germany a role as an eventual economic “locomotive” 
was possible because politically the country remained under effective 
control. In light of developments in East Germany, communism exercised 
no mass appeal in the West. Although concern persisted through 1948 
about the political loyalty of the West Berlin trade unions, there was little 
anxiety about communism within the western zones. Socialism was also 
an excluded alternative. Once the United States took a leading role within 
the British and American zones, British sympathizers had to defer their 
plans for the socialization of coal and steel industries in North Rhine- 
Westphalia, and the Social Democratic party (SPD) itself retreated into 
an opposition stance within the embryonic administrative agencies of West 
Germany. As the émigré political scientist and former SPD activist Franz 
Neumann astutely noted two years later, the possibilities of socialism had 
3 Senate Committee on Foreign Relations, Historical Series, Foreign Relief Aid: 1947, 18 
April 1947, 41. 
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been minimal. SPD enthusiasm had been overrated, and the British had 
never really pressed for it; there was little Labour party involvement in 
occupation affairs.”° 

West Germany had an economic mission; France, Britain, and the small 
countries of Western Europe had political roles to play in the new West- 
ern Europe. Administration policy makers believed that these countries 
were needed to generate stability and Western cooperation. The initial 
response of both Foreign Secretary Ernest Bevin and French Foreign Min- 
ister Georges Bidault to Marshall’s speech promised that both countries 
would take the lead in the new Europe. But France’s cooperation was 
proffered precisely to head off too quick a rehabilitation of Germany. 
French leaders had to be persuaded to come to terms with the economic 
role that West Germany must logically play, just as two years later they 
would have to be pressed into accepting a German military role. As Rob- 
ert Lovett, acting secretary of state, wrote Harriman in early December 
1948, “Our objective should continue to be the progressively closer in- 
tegration, both economic and political, of presently free Europe and 
eventually of as much of Europe as becomes free.” France thus had to be 
persuaded to accept German recovery. ‘‘The goal of the European Recov- 
ery Program is fundamentally political, and France is the keystone of 
continental Western Europe.””° 

If France was to be the political keystone, stability had to be ensured 
inside the country. This meant creating the conditions for a non- 
communist coalition to prosper. As early as October 1947, in a striking 
application of the politics of productivity, Under Secretary Lovett urged 
working-class schism: ‘‘Politically speaking the break must come to the 
left of or at the very least in the middle of the French Socialist Party. 
Translated into labor terms, the healthy elements of organized labor must 
be kept in the non-Communist camp. Otherwise the tiny production margin 
of the fragile French economy would vanish and the ensuing civil distur- 
bances would take on the aspects of civil war.”’*” 

Once the schism did materialize, the task was to brake inflation and 
restrain wages. Emphasizing that Americans “‘did not want to take sides 
in internal French politics,” Lovett said that it would be hard to continue 
aid unless ‘‘a strong, unified and cooperative non-Communist govern- 
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ment. . . put the French house in order.”?* Such a “nonpolitical” agenda 
included balancing the budget and ending inflation. Ambassador Jeffer- 
son Caffery repeatedly warned that political stability and keeping the 
communists at bay required “social and political stabilization” (wages 
and prices, budgetary equilibrium, sound fiscal policy).”? 

Although inflationary pressures eased temporarily in early 1948, by 
the fall the ECA mission in Paris felt reluctantly compelled to endorse the 
demand by the French to dip into counterpart funds to meet their budget 
deficit rather than resort to the printing press. Nevertheless, the colorless 
Queuille government held on, Jules Moch smashed a new wave of severe 
strikes, and by the new year food prices had stabilized and industrial 
production rose. American Treasury officials were pleased with the anti- 
inflationary policies of René Mayer and Maurice Petsche. Acheson could 
turn to Paris again to work for European integration: “France and France 
alone can take the decisive leadership in integrating Western Germany 
into Western Europe.”?° Washington would be gratified with the bold 
proposal of Jean Monnet and Robert Schuman in May 1950 for a su- 
pranational Coal-Steel Authority. And although the proposal by René 
Pleven for a supranational army was more a way of making the German 
military role that Washington pressed for more palatable, U.S. officials 
such as David Bruce, John J. McCloy, and W. M. “Tommy” Tomlinson 
worked closely with Jean Monnet, Robert Schuman, and Hervé Alphand 
in incubating the concept.*! 

Britain also had a political vocation in American eyes. The United 
States looked to the British to continue the lead they had early shown 
when Bevin responded so enthusiastically to Marshall’s initiative. Over 
the long term, European recovery required meshing resources and pro- 
duction, thus freeing trade and payments from early postwar restrictions. 
Britain had the least scarred economy and the closest cultural links to the 
Americans, hence it appeared as a natural leader. But the British devoted 
their cooperative efforts largely to military matters. With great fanfare 
Bevin called for a “consolidation of Western Europe” in January 1948, 
but he proposed building on the Treaty of Dunkirk directed against Ger- 
many and helped produce the West European Union, a rather empty in- 
stitutional vessel designed to encourage Washington to enter a defense 
28 FRUS, 1948, Ill, 307. 
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commitment.*? Emphasizing a military role would give Britain more par- 
ity with the United States, whereas economic integration would under- 
mine the Commonwealth resources. By 1949 Americans were chafing at 
London’s unwillingness to upgrade the political status of the Organiza- 
tion for European Economic Cooperation (OEEC) and at British resis- 
tance to monetary convertibility. “We have been too tender with Britain 
since the war,” Bruce claimed. “She has been the constant stumbling 
block in the economic organization of Europe.”’ In Bevin’s cold reception 
to the Schuman plan, he found ‘“‘a vacuum of comprehension and an 
ineptness of diplomatic intercourse.”’*? British assistance in Korea and 
the post-1950 emphasis on military cooperation compensated for foot- 
dragging on economic integration. Nonetheless, London’s reluctance to 
strengthen European institutions remained a disappointment. 


The exercise of individual strategies 


Washington policy makers thus dealt with a complex European agenda. 
They sought to overcome the dangers of communist paralysis in Italy and 
France, to mobilize the economic potential of West Germany, to press 
France as continental “keystone” to allow German integration, and to 
move Britain toward more far-ranging economic cooperation. They also 
relied on the small countries to provide a basis for Europe’s new supra- 
national agencies, the staffs of NATO, the Coal-Steel Authority, and the 
OEEC. This very differentiation of tasks, however, provided special po- 
litical leverage for the European countries. Precisely because U.S. policy 
makers envisaged a differentiated set of national problems and contri- 
butions, scope was provided for each country’s political strategies. It is 
these very strategies that make European history during the cold war 
more than just a mere shadow of U.S. power and motivation. European 
statesmen understood what Washington needed from them and could 
extract concessions in return. De Gasperi in Italy, the leaders of the French 
“third force” (from Bidault to Mayer to Monnet and Schuman), Konrad 
Adenauer in West Germany, and finally the British leadership (a combi- 
32See Rappaport, “The United States and European Integration,” 129-31. Bevin followed 
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nation of Labour ministers and persuasive Treasury and Foreign Office 
officials) used the new Atlantic Community for national as well as cold- 
war ends. 

For Italy, weakness was itself a strategy. By the spring of 1947, De 
Gasperi sought to reconstruct his government without the communists. 
Throughout 1946 the Christian Democrats had built up their machine in 
Italy but economic difficulties mounted. When the economic officer of 
the American embassy, Henry Tasca, returned to Washington in May 
1947, he reported a “lack of confidence on the part of the strategic eco- 
nomic groups in the ability of the government to direct and control the 
country.”” The communists were benefiting from the very fear that they 
might come to power.** At the same time Italian Ambassador Alberto 
Tarchiani sought guarantees from Secretary of State Marshall: If De Gas- 
peri reconstructed his government without the communists, would he be 
assured of the economic aid needed to counter the obstruction that was 
feared? No specific promises could be brought back from Washington, 
although the crisis lingered even as Marshall made his celebrated Har- 
vard commencement address. 

This implicit dependence continued through the 1948 elections. Italy 
sought aid from the United States by constantly stressing the precarious- 
ness of non-communist democracy. De Gasperi received fewer promises 
of special assistance than he desired, but he could work within the overall 
context of the emerging Marshall Plan. When Washington sought to press 
large amounts of military aid on Italy in early 1948, however, he was 
shrewd enough to understand that the Americans’ fear of a military coup 
was exaggerated and that such an arsenal could only discredit him if it 
became public knowledge. 

The Italian premier understood how to exploit the politics of depen- 
dence. More than elsewhere the fate of the Christian Democrats de- 
pended on American intervention; hence it was in De Gasperi’s interest 
to insist on his country’s political and economic fragility. He stressed his 
difficulties in seeking a favorable decision on Trieste and, less success- 
fully, on the Italian colonies. By 1948—49, the Italian authorities’ empha- 
sis on deflationary stabilization, even at the cost of rising unemployment, 
dismayed ECA supervisors, while the State Department similarly re- 
sented subordinating Italian defense expenditures to the stability of the 
lira. But it was hard to exert too much pressure. Even when the Christian 
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Democrats enjoyed a majority after April 1948, the internal party bal- 
ance was precarious. 

Washington sought to encourage the more cooperative and less right- 
wing and deflation-minded currents. It was also essential in Washing- 
ton’s eyes to keep the Saragat wing of the Social Democrats within the 
coalition so as to prevent the Italian working class from falling com- 
pletely under communist domination.** Thus Italy’s plea to be included 
in NATO had to be honored despite the extended defense commitment 
this entailed and the negligible military assistance the nation might pro- 
vide. To keep Rome out would have signaled a continuing stigma and 
undermined the Italian government. Domestic stability was more at stake 
than military defense. In short, Italy was included in NATO not because 
of its strength but because of its weakness.*¢ 

Throughout 1947, French governments were constrained to pursue a 
tactic similar to that of De Gasperi. Until the winter of 1947-48, Bidault 
still entertained aspirations that France might retain control of the Ger- 
man Rhineland, the French zone of occupation, and a share in adminis- 
tering the Ruhr. The French minister repeatedly importuned the Ameri- 
cans and the British that unless they heeded French wishes toward Germany 
the fragile centrist government that had expelled the communists might 
collapse. Ambassador Caffery faithfully conveyed a sense of the Rama- 
dier government’s standing at the political brink: aid or Armageddon.°” 

Such pleading might win U.S. willingness to provide more coal and 
financial aid, but it could not do more than slow down Anglo-American 
insistence that Germany must be made a more paying concern. After long 
internal debate, in early 1948 the French openly came round, accepted 
that their older ideas of a hold on the Rhineland were unrealistic and that 
they had to endorse West German institutions. French political strategy 
became less supplicating, more autonomous. By 1948 it was hard to play 
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the menace of the communists so convincingly. If Caffery could always 
signal alarms, Tomlinson and other U.S. economic officials wanted ac- 
tion to raise taxes and curb expenditures. Efforts to curb inflation won 
recognition from Washington. 

But firming up policy at home was only part of the French response. 
The other was to carve out some limited scope for foreign policy auton- 
omy. While British statesmen aspired to be the experienced, senior coun- 
selors in an Anglo-American military-political framework, the French in 
effect sought a secondary, subhegemony within NATO. Abandoning their 
early effort to retain control over a segment of West Germany, the French 
sought to satisfy U.S. demands that they take the lead in “integrating” 
West Germany back into the West. The political genius of the Schuman 
Plan lay in the fact that it could please Washington, even as it capitalized 
on the fact that Bonn was momentarily weak but would soon be indus- 
trially and perhaps politically resurgent. In effect, Monnet and Shuman 
offered to serve as Bonn’s patrons at a point when Adenauer could not 
really carry out an independent foreign policy. 

Paris also insisted on Italian membership in NATO over British and 
even American skepticism.** The theoretical reason was that France must 
otherwise defend its long Italian frontier; but the French also wished to 
become Rome’s patron as well as Bonn’s. To Rome, France offered mil- 
itary colleagueship; to Bonn, economic partnership. Thus France became 
the architect of an alignment within Western Europe that seemed advan- 
tageous to the United States while it also enhanced France’s own role. 
The French were not able to achieve the tripartite OEEC or NATO di- 
rectorates they periodically proposed; nevertheless, France, perhaps more 
than Britain, created a real European role that could serve national inter- 
ests. 

France retained political assets throughout the period; State Depart- 
ment spokesmen always recognized how crucial France was. But what 
about West Germany: a divided country, burdened by its recent history, 
distrusted by its neighbors, and, until 1955, limited in its sovereignty? 
Even when her cities were in ruins, Germany always retained industrial 
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Général du Plan, 9 aot 1948 (provisional classifications). For a jaundiced French view 
of the origins of the Schuman Plan by an adherent of an English orientation, see René 
Massigli, Une Comédie des Erreurs 1943-1956 (Paris, 1978), chapter V; and on the 
question of Italian membership in NATO, see minutes of the tenth meeting of the Wash- 
ington Exploratory Talks, 22 December 1948, in FRUS, 1948, Ill, 324-32. 
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potential. Typecast as the animator of West European recovery, Ger- 
many could continually emphasize her economic vocation. German in- 
dustrialists and labor leaders joined forces in petitioning for an end to 
dismantling and to corporate deconcentration. They found sympathetic 
responses from Lucius Clay’s assistant, General William Draper, and later 
High Commissioner McCloy. German firms pressed their plans for re- 
construction and expansion by citing their fervent desire to serve as good 
Europeans: Thyssen would get its new rolling mills by proposing steel 
for the Marshall Plan.2? When France held out the Schuman Plan, Ad- 
enauer set aside any opposition on details from his own industrialists. 
The crucial aspect, he understood, was not whether Germany might or 
might not extract a few more concessions; it was the political opportu- 
nity to achieve partnership with France. 

After the outbreak of the Korean War the potential of the German 
economy became even more prized. Emphasizing economic potential also 
accorded with the political tasks within West Germany. The constant 
appeal was for working-class loyalty; labor had to be harnessed for pro- 
duction. In return for codetermination, the union federation effectively 
accepted wage restraint until the 1960s. Pay claims were subordinated 
for the evident need to reconstruct the country. Workers remained sus- 
picious of ideology after the experience of the Third Reich and in light of 
the unwelcome totalitarian development of East Germany. Economics 
was a surrogate for politics for two decades after 1947, but it was also a 
way of conducting politics. Reconstruction provided a sense of national 
purpose at home, and under Adenauer’s canny supervision, coal, steel, 
and skilled labor were bargaining chips for recovering international au- 
tonomy. The resources of the Ruhr, reconciliation with France, repara- 
tion for Israel, and rearmament for the West became the pillars of Ger- 
man policy. 

Within the framework of the new Western Europe, the smaller coun- 
tries and Britain chose opposite courses. The Dutch and the Belgians pro- 
vided the leadership and enthusiasm for the supranational agencies 
Americans sought to strengthen. In part their ministers may have found 
this new scope of activity personally rewarding. Dirk Stikker and Paul 
Henri Spaak were the preeminent Europeanists, although Americans had 
to balance Spaak’s utility to the OEEC with his importance in holding 
together Belgium’s unraveling political coalitions. In addition, Spaak (like 


3?See the Thyssen plea for expansion in Duisburg-Hamborn, in Bundesarchiv, Koblenz: Z 
41/23 Verwaltungsamt fiir Eisen und Stahl. 
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Gunnar Myrdal, chairman of the Economic Commission for Europe in 
1947-48) was distrusted by London.*° But beyond Spaak’s personal 
contribution, Belgium was pivotal in U.S. calculations because of its in- 
ternational financial strength. U.S. Treasury advocates of multilateralism 
approved of Belgium’s early postwar policies, and they found Camille 
Gutt, who went on to chair the International Monetary Fund after pre- 
siding over Brussels’s successful currency reform in 1944—45, a congenial 
defender of hard-currency convertibility. 

In contrast to Belgium, Britain resisted multilateralism and converti- 
bility. Within the American “hegemony” British leaders chose what a 
classical historian might call the Polybian strategy—that is, attempting 
to become the Greeks in America’s Roman Empire, wagering on the 
“special relationship” to prolong their influence and status. They brought 
to this role a certain historical mystique, the experience of managing an 
empire, the willingness to shoulder heavy defense commitments (which 
the Pentagon especially appreciated), memories of the wartime alliance, 
and the considerable resources of a common language and a prestigious 
culture. State Department officials recognized that the United States was 
often partial to London and that British leaders “are not on occasion 
averse to letting their continental colleagues know they are favored above 
others by us.’””4! 

Throughout the late 1940s and early 1950s U.S. policy makers strug- 
gled against their own partiality as they criticized Britain for its retention 
of expensive military forces (at least before Korea), its reluctance to ac- 
cept the Coal-Steel Community, and its resistance to a European Pay- 
ments Union. But the web of informal associations, probably accentuated 
by the Anglo-Saxon descent of U.S. foreign service officers, tempered a 
more ruthless approach. The British sometimes overestimated the defer- 
ence that their wisdom should command and assumed that they retained 
the brains even if Washington commanded the money. Nonetheless, 
Bevin, Sir Stafford Cripps, and civil servants such as Sir Edwin Plowden 
understood how to create a sympathetic mood in high-level negotiations. 
(Congress proved more resistant to U.S. concessions than executive-branch 


4°See Kirk to State Department, 11 October 1948, and Lovett to Kirk, 13 October 1948, 
in FRUS, 1948, III, 489-92; memorandum by Perkins for'secretary of state, 9 September 
1949, FRUS, 1949, IV, 421-22, and related material following. 

41 Ambassador Bruce to secretary of state, 25 April 1950, in FRUS, III, 63-65; also the 
meeting of ambassadors, 21-22 October 1949, FRUS, 1949, IV, 490-94; and the min- 
utes of the seventh meeting of the Policy Planning Staff, 24 January 1950, FRUS, 1950, 
Hl, 617-22. 
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officials did.) And although Britain continued to insist on the special needs 
of the Commonwealth, Bevin’s early anticommunism and Cripps’s con- 
tinuing ‘‘austerity” dissipated American charges of self-indulgence. 

Britain relied on more than cultural resources and the memory of war- 
time collaboration, however. It drew on the benefits of the Sterling bloc, 
which Americans regarded as a barrier to their own goods and an impe- 
rial relic that Washington was being asked to finance. During the period 
of Lend-Lease and the British loan, Washington had continually sought 
to tie assistance to British dismantling of Commonwealth preferences. In 
practice, however, Washington usually accepted vague promises rather 
than concrete results. The disastrous experiment with sterling converti- 
bility in the summer of 1947 demonstrated that London just could not 
move precipitately toward a more open system. 

Nonetheless, the Marshall Plan presented occasions for disagreement. 
For Washington, the greater the degree to which Europeans could dimin- 
ish their balance-of-payments constraints by multilateral clearance of 
payments among themselves, the greater could be the effect of scarce 
dollars for Europe as a whole and the less Europe’s overall dollar depen- 
dency would cost the American taxpayer. But Britain resisted moves toward 
free convertibility. To enter a multilateral clearing scheme threatened to 
require deflationary measures at home that would preclude Labour party 
commitments to full employment and generous social welfare. What is 
more, Britain wanted to pass along Marshall Plan dollars in 1948 to its 
former Asian dependencies so that they would not liquidate their sterling 
reserves kept in London. (Much of these reserves, in effect, represented 
wartime loans from the colonies for the British costs incurred in their 
defense. They_provided London with the same credit facilities that dollar 
convertibility gave the United States until 1973.) 

U.S. ECA and Treasury officials felt that the British were stinting on 
their own domestic investment for the sake of imperial grandeur, and 
they argued that Washington could not afford to subsidize the dollar 
shortages of the Third World. As with other similar issues, compromise 
solutions were negotiated, which is why the European Recovery Program 
remained workable, even if it moved less decisively toward the integra- 
tion that Washington desired.*? 


42See “Extract of Current Economic Developments,” 24 May 1948; Ambassador Lewis 
Douglas to State Department, 11 June 1948; Richard M. Bissell, Jr., “Memorandum,” 
22 September 1948, all in FRUS, 1948, Ill, 442-43, 450-52, 486-89; and Phillip S. 
Brown to Bissell, 23 September 1948, in RG 59: 840.50 Recovery/10—148. Background 
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Similar controversies underlay the conflicts between 1948 and 1950 
on clearing schemes. In 1948 Belgian and British members of the OEEC 
working party proposed an intra-European payments plan that called on 
additional American dollars beyond the ERP allocation to help Europe- 
ans balance up to half of their own reciprocal balance-of-payments defi- 
cits. London wanted to protect its precarious reserves. The Belgians, who 
pursued deflationary policies and possessed a hard currency, feared that 
without extra dollars to Europe, they would have to run a miniature ERP 
inside Europe and finance its partners’ deficits in Brussels. Marshall Plan 
economists urged instead that Belgium run a more expansive economy 
with greater investment at home and higher imports, whereas Britain 
should tighten up. Washington compromised again, in part because U.S. 
policy was far from monolithic. A similar process of compromise marked 
the arduous negotiations that finally produced the European Payments 
Union in 1950-51. 

By and large throughout such negotiations U.S. Treasury spokesmen 
looked to restoration of currency convertibility, which meant establish- 
ing the dollar as a universal medium of exchange. ECA planners in Wash- 
ington and Paris stressed the recovery of production and consumption. 
Their activist economists contemplated increasing intervention into Eu- 
ropean investment plans, and they asked that Marshall Plan aid be eval- 
uated not in monetary aggregates or financial terms but in the “real” 
categories of national income.’ 

It was not surprising that expansionist concepts of domestic invest- 
ment and international trade took root in the ECA, for the new agency 
recruited the young economists being trained in the “Keynesian revolu- 
tion.” But the division between ECA Keynesians and the more orthodox 
Treasury-IMF spokesmen testified to the ambiguities of the Truman ad- 
ministration, poised between New Deal legacies and a revival of more 


of the earlier issues in Richard Gardner, Sterling-Dollar Diplomacy, rev. ed. (New York: 
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traditional economic concerns. The two major ECA officials had uncon- 
ventional business backgrounds: Harriman had joined the New Deal after 
administering railroads, shipping, and banking. Paul Hoffman had been 
an organizer of the activist Committee on Economic Development, a 
business coalition that welcomed demand management and macroeco- 
nomic intervention. In contrast, John Snyder was a midwestern banker. 

The ambiguities in America’s foreign economic policy reflected the 
spectrum of approaches within the Truman administration more gener- 
ally. These conflicting tendencies meant that different European coun- 
tries might appeal to different sources of American authority. The defla- 
tionary leaders of Italy or of Belgium implicitly aligned with the U.S. 
Treasury to resist ECA prodding; the British relied first on Marshall Plan 
leaders to compromise, and then on U.S. military and political concerns 
to buffer Washington’s would-be financial disciplinarians. 

The result of these and many other bargains in the administration’s 
European policy was to allow significant flexibility for national objec- 
tives. Washington policy makers could not smash Britain’s residual im- 
perial position, which London relied on in part to finance its welfare 
state. Nor could Washington push De Gasperi’s Italy toward the thor- 
oughgoing political and social modernization the Americans would 
doubtless have preferred. Rather, the Italian Christian Democrats knew 
how to use American assistance as part of their own resources for do- 
mestic patronage and political networks. The need for industrial revival 
in Europe provided the West Germans with their opportunity to recover 
political independence as well, as did the felt need for rearmament after 
1950. The overarching Soviet-American bipolarity concealed how much 
scope there was for customized national policies and strategies to flour- 
ish. As Bevin had done in early 1948, Europeans talked boldly of integra- 
tion and unity. But the policies they pursued looked toward cherished 
national and particularist objectives as well. U.S. policy offered many 
footholds precisely because with all its stress on Western Europe as a 
region, it had to confront individual national needs, weaknesses, and po- 
tential resources. The Europeans responded reciprocally. On the one level, 
integration and unity flagged; the opportunity that the European feder- 
alists sought was not fully seized, although this slowing of impetus was 
more apparent in later years than during the Truman period. But the 
historical result of the period was truly remarkable. The scope for na- 
tional political alternatives distinguished Western from Eastern Europe; 
it followed not from blueprints but from the compromises that policy 
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pluralism required. In an era when Europe seemed initially demoralized 
as well as devastated, the groundwork was laid not just for an imperial 
subordination to Washington but for a genuine revival of national tra- 
ditions and of autonomous historical possibilities for Europeans. 
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U.S. policy in the Near East: the triumphs and 
tribulations of the Truman administration 


BRUCE R. KUNIHOLM 


U.S. policy in the Near East during the Truman administration was con- 
cerned primarily with the region’s ‘“‘Northern Tier” (Iran, Turkey, and 
Greece) and Palestine. Events in these two areas provided the context for 
several major policy decisions—the Truman Doctrine and U.S. support 
for the creation and establishment of Israel—that were among the best 
known and most controversial of the Truman years. In this essay I take 
a close look at these decisions, examine major questions that have been 
raised about the Truman administration’s policies, and, in light of recent 
scholarship, attempt to assess them. Before such an assessment can be 
made, however, it is necessary to examine the geopolitical context within 
which the Truman administration was forced to operate. 

When President Truman took office, World War II was not yet over 
but it already had radically altered the world power balance and shifted 
the loci of world power to Washington and Moscow. Within a year Sta- 
lin was exploring his options along the Soviet Union’s southern borders 
and, it appeared, would continue to do so unless resisted. The British 
Empire, meanwhile, was disintegrating. By 1948, the British would be 
forced to withdraw their forces from Greece, Turkey, India, and Pales- 
tine. The combination of the rise of Soviet power and the demise of Brit- 
ish influence presented the United States with new responsibilities and 
difficult choices. 

In the nineteenth century the expanding Russian and British empires 
had played for high stakes. A consequence of their rivalry across an area 
stretching from the Balkans to India was the creation of a zone of buffer 
states between the two empires. The rulers of these buffer states tradi- 
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tionally opposed the ambitions of both empires and sought to survive by 
playing one off against the other. At the end of World War II this game 
became more difficult, and the survival of Turkey and Iran was threat- 
ened by the relative disparity between Soviet and British power. Of the 
thirteen non-communist states that bordered Russia before the war, only 
five were independent when it was over. Finland was neutralized, and 
Afghanistan retained its traditional role of a buffer state. Of the remain- 
ing three—Norway, Turkey, and Iran—the latter two were in serious 
jeopardy of being drawn into the Soviet fold, and the United States was 
the only power capable of assisting them. Although almost all the states 
in the Middle East welcomed the decline of British influence, those on 
the periphery of the Soviet Union recognized the need for a countervail- 
ing force to balance Soviet influence. Invariably, they asked the United 
States for help. 

The choices that confronted President Truman shortly after he took 
office in April 1945 were worrisome. Should he commit the United States 
to maintaining the balance of power in the region? If he did, how would 
the Soviets respond? If he did not, what would be the result of inaction? 
The president’s response was articulated publicly in March 1947 in a 
policy statement that received wide support at the time but that subse- 
quently became the subject of considerable scholarly debate. 

The Palestine problem, meanwhile, not only complicated geopolitical 
categories but, it was feared, threatened to undermine U.S. attempts to 
maintain the balance of power in the Near East. Some observers viewed 
President Truman’s support for the new state of Israel as entirely appro- 
priate and in no way conflicting with other U.S. interests. Others thought 
that the president’s actions raised profound questions about the funda- 
mental values and priorities of public officials. What were the most ap- 
propriate guidelines for determining the national interest? Who should 
determine what that interest was, and should one interest be balanced 
against another? 

Additional problems for long-term American interests were posed by 
the necessity of Anglo-American cooperation in effecting the policy of 
containment. Were British and American interests in Iran and Egypt 
compatible? To what extent would cooperation with the British under- 
mine rather than facilitate the containment of Soviet influence in the re- 
gion? These and other questions were constantly raised in the manage- 
ment of three interlocking regional issues that absorbed administration 
attention during the Truman years: (1) the balance of power in the Near 
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East, (2) the Palestine problem, and (3) the emerging nationalist move- 
ments in Iran and Egypt. 


The balance of power in the Near East 


In the immediate postwar years, U.S. policy toward the Near East was 
shaped by developments in Iran and Turkey.! In Iran, the Soviets violated 
Allied understandings and exploited the opportunities that occupation 
afforded them in an effort to control the government in Teheran. Oil 
concessions, which the Soviets demanded, and Kurdish and Azerbaijani 
separatist movements, which the Soviets supported in occupied north- 
west Iran, were means to the same end. In Turkey the Soviets sought 
through a war of nerves and constant diplomatic pressure to annex Kars 
and Ardahan in eastern Turkey and gain control of the Turkish Straits 
(the Bosporus and the Dardanelles). Press and radio attacks against “‘hos- 
tile’ governments, attempts to effect the ouster of various government 
leaders, and irredentist Armenian and Georgian claims, coupled with troop 
mobilization, all smacked of Hitler’s tactics before the war.” 

In addition to attempting to carve out spheres of influence in Iran and 
Turkey, the Soviets in fact obtained one in the Balkans where they sup- 
ported Bulgarian irredentism in Macedonia and Thrace. Faced in Eastern 
Europe with models of how not to deal with the Soviets, the Truman 
administration turned its attention to the Near East, where analogies be- 
tween Stalin’s and Hitler’s tactics were too strong to ignore. If these anal- 
ogies gave the administration pause, so did increasing evidence of Soviet 
designs on Iran and Turkey, particularly when supplemented by revela- 
tions concerning negotiations between Nazi Germany and the Soviet Union 


1For more detailed documentation of the discussion that follows, see Bruce R. Kuniholm, 
The Origins of the Cold War in the Near East: Great Power Conflict and Diplomacy in 
Iran, Turkey, and Greece (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1980); and The Near 
East Connection: Greece and Turkey in the Reconstruction and Security of Europe, 1946- 
1952 (Brookline: Hellenic Press, 1984). 

>Melvyn Leffler, “The American Conception of National Security and the Beginnings of 
the Cold War, 1945-48,” American Historical Review 89, no. 2 (April 1984): 346-81, 
asserts that the American conception of national security was a consequence not so much 
of Soviet actions as of America’s perceived vulnerabilities and of its resulting strategic and 
economic imperatives; that implementation of this conception was unnecessarily provoc- 
ative, and hence primarily responsible for many of the cold war’s enduring characteristics. 
Leffler’s concept, however, has serious flaws. For criticisms of Leffler’s arguments, see the 
comments by Bruce Kuniholm and John Gaddis, as well as Leffler’s reply and the refer- 
ences cited therein (which need to be examined with greater care and in a broader context 
than Leffler allows) in the same issue, 382-400. 
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over the Near East in 1940. Captured German records and interviews 
with Hitler’s interpreter, made available to the secretary of state in Jan- 
uary 1946, underscored the continuity of Russian ambitions and sug- 
gested the desirability of a more forceful policy in opposing them.* 

Stalin, while acknowledging his designs on Turkey, in December 1945 
had assured both Secretary of State James F. Byrnes and British Foreign 
Secretary Ernest Bevin that the Soviet Union had no designs, territorial 
or otherwise, on Iran and no intention of infringing on the sovereignty 
of Iran.* In March 1946, however, after the date set by the Big Three for 
evacuation of Iran and following extremely tough discussions with the 
Iranian prime minister in Moscow, Stalin had moved a Soviet armed force 
of at least 200 tanks into northern Iran in an attempt to intimidate the 
government in Teheran into bending to his will. Stalin’s maneuvers were 
thwarted only by masterful Iranian diplomacy, firm U.S. policies, and the 
possibility that Stalin saw further confrontation in Iran as detrimental to 
his designs on Turkey.° 

Stalin, like Hitler, the pope observed in 1946, frequently gave assur- 
ances of his peace-loving intentions. To U.S. officials, the negligible value 
of those assurances was illustrated by the drawn-out crisis in Iran, which 
also underscored the value of anticipating rather than reacting to Soviet 
moves. This view was reinforced by Stalin’s former Foreign Minister 
Maxim Litvinov, who observed in June 1946 that the Soviet Union had 
returned to a concept of geographical security. Goodwill, Litvinov told 
CBS correspondent Richard Hottelet, would be ineffective in meeting the 
Soviets’ security needs, because Soviet demands, if satisfied, would only 
be followed by others.° 

Stalin’s thinking, of course, is largely unknown, although Khru- 
shchev’s memoirs may give us a clue about Turkey. According to Khru- 
shchev, Lavrenti Beria, head of Stalin’s huge police network and, like 
Stalin, a Georgian, teased and goaded Stalin—who had negotiated the 
frontier between Turkey and the Soviet Union in 1921—into demanding 
the return of territories that had once (from 1878 to 1921) been part of 


3Interview with Harry Howard. 3 January 1946 memo (mistakenly dated 3 January 1945) 
from Henderson to Byrnes, James F. Byrnes Papers, Clemson University, Clemson, S.C. 
Harry N. Howard Papers, Harry S. Truman Library (HSTL), Box 1, Folder: “Basic Aims 
of Soviet Policy in Eastern Europe, 1939-1941”; “Department of State Special Interro- 
gation Mission in Germany,” 15 August—15 November 1945; and transcript, Harry N. 
Howard Oral History Interview, 5 June 1973, HSTL. 

4 Foreign Relations of the United States (hereafter FRUS), 1945, Il, 684-90; VIII, 510~11. 
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Georgia. Beria’s thinking was that Turkey’s international status had been 
weakened by World War II and that the Turkish government would be 
unable to resist such demands.” Whatever Stalin’s motives, officials in the 
Truman administration grew increasingly skeptical of them. Faced with 
what they saw as a fait accompli in Eastern Europe, they eventually came 
to the conclusion that a similar fate should not await the countries of the 
Middle East’s Northern Tier. 

The process by which the Truman administration reached this conclu- 
sion was gradual. Declarations of idealistic principles and expressions of 
concern over Soviet intentions, made by U.S. representatives in the course 
of protracted, fruitless negotiations, had proved ineffective in moderating 
Soviet relations with Iran and Turkey. Direct negotiations between Iran 
and the Soviet Union, moreover, had failed to solve the Iranian problem 
in 1946 and had subjected the Iranians to heavy-handed intimidation. 
The exhaustive crisis in Iran, more than any other development, crystal- 
lized the Truman administration’s growing understanding of Soviet tac- 
tics along the Northern Tier and conditioned its reaction to Soviet dip- 
lomatic maneuvering over Turkey in the late summer of 1946. 

The Soviet Union’s postwar policies toward Iran and Turkey had forced 
the continued mobilization of Turkey’s 500,000-man army, necessitating 
military expenditures that consumed 38 percent of the country’s budget 
and caused widespread discontent. In August 1946, the latest in a series 
of diplomatic maneuvers by the Soviets to put pressure on the Turks, in 
this case to agree to a joint Turco-Soviet system of defense for the Straits, 
precipitated what President Truman considered to be his most important 
decision since the bombing of Hiroshima.® Soviet control over Turkey, 
the president concluded, would make it virtually impossible to prevent 
extension of that control to the Near and Middle East. Resources and 
communications, administration officials judged, made it imperative that 
the Soviet Union not gain control over Turkey, whether through force or 
the threat of force. Believing, ultimately, that nothing would deter Soviet 
aggression except the conviction that the United States was prepared to 


’For Stalin’s “assurances” regarding Turkey, see, for example, FRUS, 1946, VII, 836; VI, 
736. For Khrushchev’s views, see Khrushchev Remembers: The Last Testament (Boston: 
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confront it, the president decided to resist any Soviet aggression against 
Turkey with all means at his disposal, including the force of U.S. arms. 
Americans might as well find out whether the Soviets were bent on world 
conquest now as in five or ten years, he told his advisers; he was prepared 
to pursue the policy “‘to the end.””? 

President Truman’s decision, while implemented in a restrained and 
nonprovocative manner, reflected a fundamental change in attitude toward 
the Near East. President Roosevelt had followed a traditional policy of 
noninvolvement in the region, which he consigned to Britain’s jurisdic- 
tion as he focused on the war against Germany and Japan. Events in the 
Near East after Roosevelt’s death, however, had schooled the Truman 
administration in the region’s traditional balance of power politics and 
educated it in the fundamentals of containment, even before the contain- 
ment thesis was consciously propounded. Acting on the basis of this un- 
derstanding, the White House approved the formal establishment of a 
Mediterranean force,!° while Department of State guidelines under- 
scored the importance of the independence and territorial integrity of 
Greece, Turkey, and Iran. These countries were seen as a bulwark against 
Soviet expansion and a means of protecting strategic U.S. interests in the 
Near and Middle East as a whole. The focal point of those interests was 
the Middle East’s 15 billion barrels of proven oil reserves, 24 percent of 
which were controlled by the United States. 4 

These developments explain the immediate U.S. reaction to Britain’s 
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February 1947 decision to withdraw support from Greece and Turkey. 
In the previous month, a full-scale review of U.S. policy toward Greece 
concluded, on the basis of considerable circumstantial evidence, that the 
Greek National Liberation Front (EAM) was an instrument of Soviet 
policy. The broad objective of the Soviets appeared to be to undermine 
British influence in the eastern Mediterranean and to establish their own 
domination of the littoral countries of that region. If, in retrospect, evi- 
dence does not bear out the conclusion that EAM was an instrument of 
Soviet policy, there was and still is little question that the Soviets were 
indirectly supporting Albania, Yugoslavia, and Bulgaria—who were sup- 
porting EAM. There also can be no doubt that the Soviets would have 
taken advantage of any situation in the Balkans that proved favorable to 
their interests. For this reason, Loy Henderson, director of the Office of 
Near Eastern and African Affairs (NEA), and Under Secretary of State 
Dean Acheson both believed that the United States was confronted with 
its most important decision since the war; they also believed that the 
choice was clear and there could be only one decision.!* It was voiced in 
the Truman Doctrine, which called for a $400 million appropriation to 
aid Greece and Turkey. 

President Truman’s 12 March 1947 address to a joint session of Con- 
gress expressed the necessity of choosing between alternative ways of life. 
One alternative, he said, was based on the will of the majority and was 
distinguished by free institutions. The other alternative was based on the 
will of a minority forcibly imposed on the majority and relied on terror 
and oppression. The president’s declared aim was to make possible the 
messianic hope of everlasting freedom—through support of peoples re- 
sisting subjugation by armed minorities or by outside pressure. In retro- 
spect, the president’s high-minded definition of the national purpose was 
probably necessary to acquire support for the policies he was advocating. 


12 RUS, 1947, V, 53; interview with Loy Henderson; Dean Acheson, Present at the Crea- 
tion, 218. Lawrence S. Wittner, American Intervention in Greece, 1943-1949 (New York: 
Columbia University Press, 1982), correctly notes that the grim specter of Soviet expan- 
sionism that haunted U.S. policy in the Near East was contradicted by the reality of Soviet 
policy in Greece. But it was not contradicted by Soviet policy toward Turkey, where the 
United States hardly had to press the Turks, as Wittner asserts, to reject Soviet demands, 
nor was it in Iran and Bulgaria. Events in Greece could not be separated from the complex 
international problems of which they were a part and made a negotiated settlement (which 
Wittner would have preferred) far more risky and difficult than he is willing to acknowl- 
edge. In fact, according to Vojtech, Mastny, Stalin as late as the end of 1947 had tenta- 
tively approved a confederation of communist states in the Balkans and possibly else- 
where in Eastern Europe with Yugoslavia as its chosen instrument. International Security 
9, no. 3 (Winter 1984-85): 109-29, especially 113. 


306 Bruce R. KUNIHOLM 


Although historians may long debate the necessity of presidential rheto- 
tic, none doubt that the metaphoric representations President Truman 
used were effective in producing the consensus necessary to respond to 
Soviet threats along the Northern Tier.’* 

The only way that nations can function internationally is to use the 
kind of metaphoric representations that the president articulated, with 
their attending conceptions of morality and power. It is also true, how- 
ever, that the moral and power components of such imagery can only be 
evaluated relative to the particularities of circumstance in which they are 
applied. This means that they must constantly be evaluated critically, so 
that the imagery a nation employs can be appropriate to new circum- 
stances. Unfortunately for the United States, this process of evaluation 
and reconception was overlooked in subsequent years and the view of 
the world presented by the Truman Doctrine, accompanied by a failure 
to match rhetoric with concrete policies and a defensive inclination to 
pursue consistently hard-line policies, hardened into myth. The conse- 
quence was a somewhat simplistic and increasingly inflexible perception 
of international events that imposed itself on a world for which it was 
increasingly irrelevant. 

At the time, however, the Truman administration’s response to Soviet 
maneuvering along the Northern Tier was based on the realistic assump- 
tion that U.S. interests were best served by maintaining the balance of 
power in the Near East. A corollary of this assumption, based on Brit- 


'3The president’s approval of the program of assistance to Greece and Turkey was by no 
means a decision to send American armed forces to the region. U.S. armed forces had 
been reduced from 12 million in June 1945 to 3 million in June 1946, and by June 1947 
would be at 1.6 million. Defense expenditures, at $81.6 billion in fiscal year 1945, had 
been reduced to $44.7 billion in fiscal 1946, and $13.1 billion in fiscal 1947. Neither of 
these trends suggested that the United States had much with which to undertake global 
responsibilities. Nonetheless, the administration’s decision constituted a qualified accep- 
tance of the general responsibility for maintaining the balance of power in the Near East. 
FRUS, 1947, V, 47-58, 94; Legislative Origins of the Truman Doctrine: Hearings Held 
in Executive Session Before the Committee on Foreign Relations, United States Senate, 
80th Cong., 1st Sess., on S. 938 (Washington, D.C.: U.S. Government Printing Office, 
1973). For elaboration of the process by which the Truman Doctrine was written and for 
an assessment of its implications, see Kuniholm, Origins of the Cold War in the Near 
East, 410-25. For the statistics cited, see John Gaddis, Strategies of Containment: A 
Critical Assessment of Postwar American National Security Policy (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 1982), 23. For Acheson’s belief that the Truman Doctrine was a turning 
point, see FRUS, 1949, III, 174-75. The Truman Doctrine’s thematic significance for the 
Marshall Plan is evidenced not in its ideological trappings (which Kennan, for example, 
sought to diminish) but in its emphasis on assisting free peoples in order that they may 
work out their own destinies in their own way and in the notion that misery, want, 
poverty, and strife destroy the hope of a people for a better life. 
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ain’s continuing role in the region even as the British withdrew from 
selected areas, was the necessity of a close association between U.S. and 
British policies in the Near East. Exactly how this association would play 
itself out, however, was far from clear. In the two years that followed the 
enunciation of the Truman Doctrine, although considerable assistance 
flowed to the region, Near East issues were superseded by others. The 
administration’s attention focused instead on Europe, and then on the 
Far East. The objective of U.S. policy during this time was to restore the 
balance of power in Europe and Asia!*— initially through an emphasis 
on economic recovery (the Marshall Plan) and subsequently through a 
complementary emphasis on military security (the North Atlantic Treaty 
Organization, NATO). 

Reconstruction and rearmament in Europe forced the United States 
and Britain to reassess the value of assistance to the Near East and to 
give careful thought to the region’s role in their overall strategic interests. 
The British regarded the Middle East, because of its lines of communica- 
tion, oil, and strategic bases, as a strategic theater second in importance 
only to Europe. While acknowledging the importance of Greece, Turkey, 
and Iran as a line of defense, the British saw U.S. actions as relieving 
them of their burden in Greece and Turkey.'® They clearly intended to 
maintain their special position in Iran if possible but were most interested 
in the Suez, where two-thirds of the canal’s west bank was occupied by 


14 Gaddis, Strategies of Containment, 57; Millis, The Forrestal Diaries, 341, 349-51, 366— 
67. FRUS, 1947, 1, 579-80, 770-71. 

'S Events in the Near East, meanwhile, crystallized many of the administration’s attitudes 
toward the Soviet Union, and these attitudes, in turn, provided a framework for manag- 
ing and interpreting subsequent events. The decision on Turkey, Acheson told the British 
and French foreign ministers shortly after the signing of the Atlantic Pact in April 1949, 
had been a turning point. It was the signal to go ahead. FRUS, 1949, III, 174-75. The 
decision also set a precedent for Europe, where the Greek-Turkish Aid Program served 
as a model for the European Recovery Program and as a litmus test for American deter- 
mination. Failure to implement the Truman Doctrine, American officials believed, would 
jeopardize the success of the Marshall Plan—a perception which helped to cement the 
bond in official minds between Europe and the two Balkan/Near Eastern states to which 
Marshall Plan aid was soon extended. 

The “Pentagon Talks” between Great Britain and the United States in October—No- 
vember 1947, which bordered on collective security arrangements in fact if not in name, 
also proved a useful precedent. After the traumatic coup in Czechoslovakia in February 
1948, the British sought conversations on Western security that were similar to those on 
the Middle East. FRUS, 1948, III, 12-16, 32-33. 

'6FRUS, 1947, V, 321-23, 330-32, 488-96, 511-13, 532-33, 566-80, 592-93, 
607-08. The Afghans, it should be noted, were interested in abandoning their tra- 
ditional neutrality in return for military aid. FRUS, 1948, V (Part 1), 491-94; FRUS, 
1949, VI, 46. 
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a 38,000-man British garrison (whose thirty-four military stations and 
ten airfields had supported the equivalent of forty-one divisions and sixty- 
five squadrons in World War II).!” 

U.S. officials, in contrast, wanted the British to maintain their stra- 
tegic, political, and economic position throughout the Near East and to 
follow policies that were parallel to those of the United States.!® The 
unsatisfactory bureaucratic result of these different perceptions was a 
vague Anglo-American commitment to cooperate, to exchange views, and 
to pursue parallel policies.1? When prodded by Greek, Iranian, and par- 
ticularly Turkish representatives about security problems,”° U.S. repre- 
sentatives were concerned not to spread U.S. responsibilities too broadly.”! 
The essence of the U.S. response to repeated Turkish requests for security 
commitments in 1948 and 1949 was that the Turks should be patient; 
their security problems would not be overlooked.” 


17 William Roger Louis, The British Empire in the Middle East, 1945-1951: Arab Nation- 
alism, the United States, and Postwar Imperialism (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1984), 714 
and 721; Howard Sachar, Europe Leaves the Middle East, 1936-1954 (New York: Knopf, 
1972), 411, 427. Louis notes that one of the keys to understanding the era is the way in 
which the British attempted to sustain their regional hegemony by gaining American 
assistance and cutting their losses. He also observes that if the loss of India made Egypt 
more important to the British, the loss of Palestine underscored the lack of viable strategic 
alternatives to the base at Suez, while the advent of war in Korea seemed to confirm the 
necessity of continued access to the base (which the British desired for air offensives 
against the Soviet Union in the event of war). Louis, The British Empire in the Middle 
East, 122, 374, 588-89, 666, 740-41. 

18 FRUS, 1947, V, 561, 575-76. The cornerstone of Secretary of State George Marshall’s 
thinking at this time continued to be the maintenance of Britain’s position in the Middle 
East to the greatest extent possible. FRUS, 1947, V, 268, 274-78, 290, 301-02, 308, 
313, 322, 327-29, 330-32; and FRUS, 1949, Ill, 174-75. 

19 FRUS, 1947, V, 580-85, 623-25, 1289. 

20 As discussions between Britain and the United States, and, later, negotiations among the 
eventual signatories of the North Atlantic Treaty proceeded throughout 1948 and early 
1949, the question of how to ensure the security of Greece and Turkey was ever present. 
The possibilities examined included an extension of the proposed pact to cover Greece 
and Turkey; a pact that would initially exclude but eventually provide for their associa- 
tion with the original signatories; a North Atlantic-Mediterranean regional defense ar- 
rangement; a separate Mediterranean security system with which the United States would 
be associated; a treaty of reciprocal military assistance; unilateral declarations of assur- 
ances; and a protocol attached to the treaty to cover the two Near East countries and 
Iran. See FRUS, 1948, II, 41, 47, 59, 63-67, 85-88, 92, 97, 225, 331-32, 342; FRUS, 
1949, IV, 13-14; FRUS, 1949, VI, 31-45. 

21 Limits, many believed, had to be drawn somewhere: If Italy were admitted to NATO, for 
example, Greece would want to be included; if Greece were admitted, Turkey would 
want in; and if Turkey were admitted, Iran too would seek admission. At the end of 1948 
Turkey was requested not to press further; in the meantime, military aid and diplomatic 
support would provide ample evidence of Turkey’s special place in U.S. policy. 

22 FRUS, 1948, III, 58, 103, 108, 129-31, 179, 202, 321-23, 326; FRUS, 1948, IV, 82- 
83, 213-15; FRUS, 1949, IV, 29, 43. Turkey’s concerns, it should be noted, were well 
understood. As long as the United States had not made a commitment to any country, 
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In early 1949, following a full-scale review of U.S. strategic interests 
in Greece and Turkey, priority for military aid was given to Europe and 
the Near East above all other regions. The Mutual Defense Assistance 
Act, signed by the president in October 1949, suggests the importance of 
Greece and Turkey relative to Western Europe. The North Atlantic Treaty 
states were allocated $1 billion in military assistance; Greece and Turkey 
were allocated $211 million.”? Despite increasing commitments in U.S. 
military assistance to Turkey and Greece, the Pentagon’s short-range 
emergency plans for the defense of Western Europe in 1949 envisaged, 
as a minimum goal in the eastern Mediterranean, holding only the Cairo- 
Suez-Khartoum area as a base for air offensives against the Soviet Union; 
subsequently, the area might serve as a base for further operations to 
regain Middle East oil resources. 

A National Security Council (NSC) report in July 1949 illustrated the 
importance of these resources: It estimated that in its last years the Eu- 
ropean Recovery Program (ERP) would depend on the Middle East for 
80 percent of its oil; loss of Middle East oil, it asserted, would seriously 
jeopardize the ERP. In view of the need for oil, the U.S. government was 
considering the establishment of bases in other countries, including Tur- 
key, although such plans were complicated by a lack of forces to ensure 
retention of them after the initial stages of a war. From a strategic point 
of view, the United States still saw the Northern Tier states as a buffer 
area in which to conduct holding actions against Soviet expansion in a 
retreat to more tenable positions along Britain’s line of communi- 
cations.”4 


there was no apparent difference between intentions to assure the security of one country 
or another. Once the United States had concluded a close defensive arrangement with 
Western Europe, however, as it did in 1949, what was one to do about countries such as 
Greece and Turkey—equally threatened, less able to defend themselves, but not similarly 
protected? The possibility existed that the foundations of resistance would be eroded and 
the Soviet Union tempted once again to increase its pressures on them. FRUS, 1948, IV, 
172-76. 

?3In December 1948, the JCS approved $100 million in military assistance to Turkey and 
$200 million to Greece. FRUS, 1949, VI, 42, 269-79; FRUS, 1949, I, 259-67, 277, 
317-18, 398. 

24FRUS, 1949, VI, 32, 42, 549, 1644-45, 1654-55, 1681-82; FRUS, 1948, V (Part 1), 
2-3, 244-46; FRUS, 1948, Ill, 933-34. The importance of Middle East oil to the imple- 
mentation of the Marshall Plan was recognized almost immediately. FRUS, 1947, V, 
665—66. Concern in 1948 that available forces could not retain major portions of the 
oil-producing areas from the outset of a war was mitigated somewhat by knowledge that 
Allied forces could deny use of oil-producing facilities in the Middle East to the Russians. 
FRUS, 1948, V (part 1), 2-3. In the event of Soviet occupation of Turkey, the British 
apparently contemplated denial operations through aerial bombing. FRUS, 1949, VI, 
1681-82. In the event of Soviet occupation of Iran, the shah anticipated withdrawing to 
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Between the signing of the North Atlantic Treaty in early April 1949 
and the beginning of the Korean War in June 1950, the urgency of U.S. 
support for Greece and Turkey was increasingly challenged by competing 
priorities.2> Previous statements and policy objectives, attached as boil- 
erplate to policy papers, continued to be reaffirmed throughout the first 
half of 1950, but U.S. policies were far from clear. The process of for- 
mulating national security problems required more coherence and would 
lead to discussion that eventually would result in NSC 68.7° In the in- 
terim, the question that continued to confront the United States in the 
Near East was the extent to which it should accept its new responsibili- 
ties. One answer, provided in January 1950 by the U.S. deputy chiefs of 
staff, was that U.S. military strategic interests there were almost negligi- 
ble. It was not that the importance of the area had changed; rather, higher 


the mountain areas in the west and southwest of Iran in order to attempt a defense of the 
oil fields. FRUS, 1949, VI, 471-72. In November 1949, during a visit to the United 
States, the shah discussed this plan with the Joint Chiefs and was told by General Bradley 
that it was probably the best that could be devised under the circumstances. FRUS, 1949, 
VI, 581-82. See also FRUS, 1950, V, 508. 

25 Attempts to restore the balance of power in Europe continued to call into question the 
relative importance of the Near East. In the fall of 1949, Soviet testing of an atomic 
weapon and the collapse of Chiang Kai-shek’s regime together focused the attention of 
government officials on even broader issues: the development of a thermonuclear bomb, 
the use of atomic weapons, national objectives, and strategic programs. FRUS, 1949, I, 
399-403, 413-16. News of the Soviet explosion also ensured administrative requests on 
the Mutual Defense Assistance Act. Donovan, 103. 

26 FRUS, 1950, I, 234—92. For discussion of NSC 68, see Samuel Wells, Jr., “Sounding the 
Tocsin: NSC 68 and the Soviet Threat,” International Security, Fall 1979, 116-58; John 
Gaddis, “NSC 68 and the Problem of Ends and Means”; and Paul Nitze, “The Develop- 
ment of NSC 68,” International Security, Spring 1980, 164—70 and 170—76; and Gad- 
dis, Strategies of Containment, 89-126. See also the chapter by Charles S. Maier in this 
volume, “Alliance and Autonomy: European Identity and U.S. Foreign Policy Objectives 
in the Truman Years.” 

During this period, subtle changes became apparent in U.S. regional policy toward 
Turkey, but the question of America’s commitment remained unclear. Because Turkey 
could not be included in the Atlantic Pact, the United States earlier in 1949 had decided 
that it would be unwise to construct forward air bases or stockpile aviation gas in Turkey. 
It also had chosen not to expose Turkey to increased pressures from the Soviet Union. In 
October this policy was reversed. The United States and Turkey reached agreement in 
principle on the reconstruction of military airfields in Turkey. FRUS, 1950, V, 1234, 
1241-47, 1250, 1256, 1270-71, and 1350. See also FRUS, 1946, VII, 561; George 
Kennan, Memoirs: 1925—1950, 411; and Leffler, cited in note 7. 

Turkey’s use of American aid, meanwhile, had been impressive. So was its willingness 
to cooperate. Further indication of Turkey’s attitude was evident in April 1950 when the 
Turks, ever thoughtful about underscoring their value as allies, asked for an opinion 
about the legality of controlled mining of the Straits. In its new frame of mind, the United 
States saw no legal obstacle to such action. The United States was careful, however, to 
resist any cooperative initiatives that might make it vulnerable to pressures for partici- 
pation in a pact with Turkey. FRUS, 1949, VI, 1639; FRUS, 1950, V, 1245-46, 1260— 
62, 1266-67, 1270, 1341-43, 1354. 
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priorities in other areas made it impossible to devote any substantial por- 
tion of limited U.S. resources to the Near East.”” 

The North Korean invasion of South Korea in late June 1950 again 
raised the question of how far the United States should go in accepting 
its responsibilities in the Near East. President Truman worried that the 
Soviets might next move into Iran. Discussing the breaking crisis with his 
assistant George Elsey on the day after the Korean War began, Truman 
bent over a globe and put a finger on Iran. “Korea is the Greece of the 
Far East,” he told Elsey. “If we are tough enough now, if we stand up to 
them like we did in Greece three years ago, they won’t take any next 
steps. But if we just stand by, they’ll move into Iran and they’ll take over 
the whole Middle East.”’?° 


27 FRUS, 1949, VI, 55, 58, 63; FRUS, 1950, Ill, 975-76; FRUS, 1950, V, 122-23, 153- 
54, 157. Turkey’s armed forces were now under 300,000. FRUS, 1950, V, 1236. 

28 The “loss of China”—followed as it was by the Sino-Soviet Treaty of 14 February 1950— 
precipitated a concern about U.S. commitments outside the North Atlantic area, includ- 
ing the Near East. Some officials, such as Army Chief of Staff General Lawton Collins, 
worried that Iran—which the British, too, acknowledged to be a “‘soft spot”—would 
develop into a “second China.” FRUS, 1950, I, 314-15; FRUS, 1950, V, 523. See also 
the memo by John Foster Dulles, FRUS, 1950, I, 314-16. Truman’s thinking clearly 
reflected his experience during the Iranian crisis of 1946 and the crisis in Greece in 1947. 
See the George Elsey Papers, Box 71, Folder: ‘‘Korea,” 26 June 1950, memo on President 
Truman’s conversations with George Elsey, HSTL. NSC assessments during this time 
ruled out the likelihood of overt Soviet aggression against Iran, Turkey, or Greece, but 
saw Soviet intimidation and testing of firmness as a real probability. FRUS, 1950, I, 331- 
41, 375-89; FRUS, 1950, V, 382-86, 572-74, 1289-92. In late July, General Bradley, 
chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, and General Tedder, marshal of the Royal Air Force 
and Britist Permanent Representative at the NATO Standing Group, agreed that in the 
Middle East the British would take the initiative in regard to any steps that needed to be 
carried out. FRUS, 1950, V, 188-89. The difficulty of relying on intelligence assessments 
during this period, it should be noted, is apparent throughout the documentation. During 
discussion between the British and American chiefs of staff, for example, General Van- 
denberg reported that there were such wide differences among experts in the oil compa- 
nies on the importance of Middle East oil that he doubted any firm conclusions could be 
reached. FRUS, 1950, V, 237. When it came to Soviet intentions, the difficulty was even 
greater. In early August, shortly after the Korean War began, George Kennan, in a memo 
to the secretary of state, attempted to assess Soviet intentions in a qualitative manner. 
Available evidence, he said, suggested that the Soviets would carry on vigorously their 
war of nerves with Iran, possibly even demanding assent to the reentry of Soviet troops 
on the basis of their 1921 treaty with Iran. He did not judge this move likely, however, 
if the Iranians stood firm. He did not attempt to suggest what it would take to make the 
Iranians stand firm. In the Balkans, Kennan observed, evidence as to the Soviet intentions 
was inconclusive. He believed it probable that the Soviets themselves had not made up 
their minds about what to do in the area. He believed they would not come lightly to a 
decision to attack Turkey or Greece because of the formidable risks involved. By contrast, 
Kennan’s replacement as director of the Policy Planning Staff, Paul Nitze, expressed his 
judgments quantitatively. In discussing the Near East in January 1951, he told the JCS 
that “no one knows just how to assess the risk of action this spring. Some of our people 
think there is a 30 percent chance, some a 50 percent chance, some a 60 percent chance 
that the Soviets will move somewhere in this area this spring.” FRUS, 1951, V, 42. The 
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Although there was little that Iran could do to protect its interests, a 
new urgency seized the Turkish government, which now committed a 
4,500-man combat force to serve in Korea, stressed joint defense proj- 
ects, and pressed hard for Turkey’s inclusion in the Atlantic Pact.*? The 
Turks recognized the limitations of European aid and asserted that they 
would bring to the common pool more than they would draw from it.°° 
Once the tide was turned in Korea, a short-term solution in October 
1950 circumvented fundamental decisions in the Near East until 
NATO?’s strength would allow for additional commitments. With U.S. 
encouragement, NATO offered the Turks and, once Turkey accepted, the 
Greeks the opportunity to associate themselves with NATO’s military 
planning on the defense of the Mediterranean.*! 

The increasing importance of the Middle East to the West at this time 
was underscored by the fact that Middle East oil was supplying 75 per- 
cent of all European requirements. The region’s proven reserves—esti- 
mated in 1950 to be approximately 40 billion barrels—were now equal 
to those of the rest of the world and were almost double those of the 
United States. If “probable” or “possible” reserves were taken into ac- 
count, estimates approached 150 billion barrels. Although these reserves 
were obviously important, their vulnerability to attack appeared to pre- 
clude an effective defense: Both U.S. and British officials believed that, 
regardless of who possessed them, the Gulf’s refineries would be de- 
stroyed by bombing early in the war.>* 


difficulty, without hindsight, of acting on either of these judgments should be apparent. 
See, for example, the Department of State’s analysis of Greece, FRUS, 1950, V, 382-87. 

29 FRUS, 1950, V, 1262, 1276, 1285-89, 1296, 1302—05, 1318, 1320. 

30 FRUS, 1950, V, 1296-1302, 1311; FRUS, 1950, Ill, 175, 248—49. British fears, initially, 
were that if the Turks were admitted as full members they would see how bare the cup- 
board actually was. FRUS, 1950, V, 1316. For Turkey’s difficulties in joining the Council 
of Europe, see George Harris, The Troubled Alliance: Turkish-American Problems in 
Historical Perspective, 1945-1971 (Washington, D.C.: American Enterprise Institute for 
Public Policy Research, 1972), 38. 

31 FRUS, 1950, Ill, 257-61; FRUS, 1950, V, 1306-09. Acting on the advice of the JCS, 
Acheson told the Turks that it was difficult to conceive of a Soviet attack on Turkey 
under conditions that would not bring on a general war. To ensure surprise, an attack, if 
it came, would be against the United States, Western Europe, and Turkey all together. 
FRUS, 1950, V, 1321. That Acheson believed this is evident not only from earlier NSC 
judgments, but by his remarks in conversation with the British and French foreign min- 
isters. FRUS, 1950, III], 1218. See also FRUS, 1950, Ill, 279-84, 333-35, 357, 1217— 
20; FRUS, 1950, V, 426, 1313-15, 1320-22. For concern about assurances that would 
have to be given to Iran, see FRUS, 1950, V, 600-01. 

321 1950, the Middle East produced 1.8 million barrels of oil per day (bpd), with U.S. 
companies producing 45 percent, British (and Dutch) companies 50 percent, and French 
and other companies 5 percent of the total. The breakdown by country was as follows: 
Iran, 700,000 bpd; Saudi Arabia, 555,000 bpd; Kuwait, 350,000 bpd; Iraq, 125,000 
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During this period, the British focused on the defense of what they 
called the region’s inner core, or “inner ring,” around Suez. Available 
forces made defense of the “outer ring,’ consisting primarily of south- 
eastern Turkey and southwestern Iran, extremely difficult and led the 
British to express the hope that the United States would help.3* The U.S. 
Joint Chiefs of Staff (JCS), however, pursued a low profile in order to 
encourage the Commonwealth to do more for the Middle East. Because 
of this tactical consideration and Army Chief of Staff General Lawton 
Collins’s orientation toward Western Europe, the JCS planned no mili- 
tary sacrifices in the region and opposed any measures that, in the event 
of global war, would even tend to commit U.S. forces to the Middle East. 
As one American official explained to the British chiefs in October 1950, 
the word vital was applied freely to the Middle East in planning but in 
practice the United States seemed to question whether a large part of the 
Middle East could be held.** In the event of war, General Collins told the 
British chiefs, the Middle East was a British responsibility. While agree- 
ing that the Middle East, in war, was of importance second only to West- 
ern Europe, the JCS would not commit forces to the area during the first 
two years of war.°° 

The British understood the limitations of U.S. support but nonetheless 
attempted to persuade the United States to give the Middle East a higher 
priority. The Americans were unreceptive, although they agreed to un- 
dertake a joint review of their capabilities for the defense of the “outer 
ring.”’ Defense of the region anchored on Turkey in the West and running 
southeastward along the Zagros Mountains of Iran, the British and 
American chiefs of staff believed, would provide some protection for the 
oil fields in southern Iran and the Arabian Peninsula. Although the Brit- 


bpd; Qatar, 40,000 bpd; Bahrain, 30,000 bpd. FRUS, 1950, V, 72-73, 76-77. For a 
detailed discussion of the significance of Middle East Oil, see FRUS, 1950, V, 76-96, 
233. For an examination of the importance of oil to Western Europe under peacetime 
conditions, see NIE-14, FRUS, 1951, V, 268-76, which asserts that Western Europe 
would not be able to compensate for the loss of Middle East oil. 

33In August 1950 a supplemental appropriation request of $193 million for Greece, Tur- 
key, and Iran, and an NSC decision to deploy available forces to Greece and Turkey in 
the event of a Soviet attack could be seen as a recognition of British weakness and an 
attempt to shore up an area where the United States and Britain were each looking to the 
other for help. FRUS, 1950, I, 188-91, 352-53; FRUS, 1950, III, 1664-65; FRUS, 
1950, V, 195, 218. 

34FRUS, 1950, V, 217-39, 610-11; FRUS, 1950, Ill, 1686-89; FRUS, 1951, V, 9-11. 
The British, of course, frequently tried to get the United States to do more—an effort 
which, given past performances, generated some terse comments. See, for example, FRUS, 
1948, IV, 147. 

35 FRUS, 1950, V, 232, 236, 611. 
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ish, in the event of a war, did not believe they could defend even the 
“inner ring’ centered on Suez, growing evidence pointed to the need for 
obtaining at least some Middle East oil throughout the war. In their judg- 
ment, such a requirement would make defense of the outer ring essen- 
tial.°6 

Defense of the outer ring, however problematic, necessitated closer 
coordination with Turkey. One of the objectives sought by the United 
States in joint defense planning with Turkey was the capacity to deny the 
Soviet Union exit from the Black Sea through the Turkish Straits. Mean- 
while, objectives and programs embodied in NSC 68, whose adoption 
was made virtually certain by the Korean War, were approved by the 
president on 30 December 1950. The national security document en- 
dorsed the idea of perimeter defense and seemed to show, at least for a 
while, that distinctions between peripheral and vital interests were un- 
necessary.” 

As the implications of NSC 68 were being absorbed in the foreign 
policy bureaucracy, discussions over Turkey and Greece were intensified 
by the People’s Republic of China’s intervention in Korea in late Novem- 
ber. Complications in the Far East had led the United States increasingly 
to seek support for its policies in Korea and created the opportunity for 
the Turks to urge early implementation of defense planning in the Med- 
iterranean as a quid pro quo. What the Turks wanted from the United 
States was clear: a security guarantee that would give them a credible 
deterrent against the Soviet Union. What they could offer in return was 
far more important than continued deployment of the Turkish brigade in 
Korea, whose role, although significant, was essentially symbolic of their 
support for the principle of collective security. What the Turks had to 
offer the West was a strategic role in the defense of Europe that was only 
gradually coming to be appreciated. 


36 FRUS, 1950, Ill, 1691-95; FRUS, 1950, V, 233, 611; FRUS, 1951, V, 7. 

37 FRUS, 1950, I, 400; Wells, “Sounding the Tocsin,” 157. See also John Gaddis, Strategies 
of Containment, 89-126; and Gaddis, “The Problem of Ends and Means,” 167. 

38 The Turkish brigade, characterized by General Douglas MacArthur as “bravest of the 
brave,” received unanimously high praise for its performance during the Korean War. 
See, for example, General Collins’s briefing of President Truman and Prime Minister 
Attlee at the White House on 8 December 1950. FRUS, 1950, VII, 1469. Over 5,000 
troops arrived in Korea on 18 October 1950, and the brigade’s subsequent strength was 
raised to 7,000. Geoffrey Lewis, Turkey, 3d ed. (London: Praeger, 1965), 161. In the 
course of the war, a total of 29,882 Turks would serve in the brigade, suffering 717 killed 
and 2,246 wounded in action; 16 were missing in action, and 219 (none of whom yielded 
to psychological or physical torture) were taken prisoner. Altemur Kilic, Turkey and the 
World (Washington, D.C.: Public Affairs Press, 1959), 150-51. See also FRUS, 1950, II, 
1486-87; FRUS, 1950, V, 1337-38, 1340-41, 1351-52; FRUS, 1950, III, 1706 ff. 
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In January 1951, General Dwight Eisenhower, who in the previous 
month had been appointed Supreme Allied Commander of Europe 
(SACEUR) and who was responsible for determining the strategic rela- 
tions between the Middle East and Europe, gave some indication of the 
role he envisaged for Turkey and Greece in his strategic conception of 
the defense of Europe. Europe, Eisenhower told President Truman, was 
shaped like a long bottle, with Russia the wide part of the bottle, Western 
Europe the neck, and Spain the mouth of the bottle. The West controlled 
bodies of water (the North Sea and the Mediterranean) on either side of 
the bottle and had land on the far side of the water (England and North 
Africa) good for bases. The West had to rely on land forces in the center 
and apply great air and sea power on both flanks. As far as the Mediter- 
ranean was concerned, this meant giving arms to Turkey and Yugoslavia 
and supporting them with great air and sea power. If the Soviets tried to 
move ahead in the center, he would hit them very hard from both flanks, 
allowing the center to hold and forcing the Soviets to pull back.>? 

Turkey’s potential role in the security of Europe was now perceived 
as increasingly significant. It also became increasingly feasible as the ac- 
quisition of sufficient Allied strength in Europe and the rate of the U.S. 
buildup made additional resources available to Turkey. By May 1951 
President Truman had decided that the United States should press im- 
mediately for the inclusion of Turkey and Greece as full members of 
NATO.*° 

The rationale behind the NATO Council’s unanimous decision in Sep- 
tember 1951 to extend an invitation to Greece and Turkey to join NATO, 
and Greece and Turkey’s formal admission to full membership in Feb- 
39 FRUS, 1951, V, 27-42, 108, 115; FRUS, 1951, Ill, 454, 479-85, 488-97, 523. 
4°See the conversation with Bayar, FRUS, 1951, Ill, 466—73; for the decision to support 

an increase of 40,000 men in the Turkish army, see FRUS, 1951, V, 1135-42; for the 
allocation of military aid ($1.4 billion over five years) to Greece, Turkey, and Iran (re- 
sulting from the guidelines of NSC 68 and made available under Title II of the Mutual 
Defense Assistance Act), see FRUS, 1950, 1, 437-38, 466. For some of the key documents 
in the president’s decision, see FRUS, 1951, V, 50-76, 102-104, 113-20, 1117-26, 
1148-62; FRUS, 1951, Ill, 501-05, 511-15, 520-22, 575. See also Kilic, Turkey and 
the World, 158; Metin Tamkog, The Warrior Diplomats: Guardians of the National 
Security and Modernization of Turkey (Salt Lake City: University of Utah Press, 1976), 
232; FRUS, 1951, V, 1180; FRUS, 1951, Ill, 479 ff., 57581, 691-92. With the appoint- 
ment in December of Admiral Lord Mountbatten as commander in chief, Allied Forces, 
Mediterranean, the region’s command arrangements were completed. Mountbatten was 
subordinate to SACEUR and commanded all naval forces in the Mediterranean except 
the U.S. Sixth Fleet, which was designed to support land forces and remained under 
Admiral Carney’s Southern European Command. Mountbatten was responsible for the 
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ruary 1952, was interesting for what it revealed about how U.S. percep- 
tions of the Middle East’s Northern Tier had changed since the early days 
of the Truman administration. At the time of the Truman Doctrine, Tur- 
key was seen as the region’s linchpin, the strongest anti-communist coun- 
try on the periphery of the Soviet Union and the only country in the 
eastern Mediterranean capable of substantial resistance to the Soviets. 
With a capacity to put twenty-five divisions under arms in short order, it 
constituted a deterrent to Soviet aggression and provided something of a 
protective screen for the region. Loss of Turkey to the Soviet Union would 
have given the Soviets a valuable strategic position in the region. If the 
Soviets attacked Iran, which was virtually helpless, and Turkey remained 
neutral, the Soviet right flank would have been protected. If Bulgaria 
attacked Greece, Turkey would not have opposed Bulgaria unless inter- 
vention were dictated by the requirements of a larger security framework 
that included the United States. Oil interests in the Gulf, meanwhile, would 
have been vulnerable, and European economic viability threatened. 
What was new in the 1950s was the conviction of a mutuality of ben- 
efits: Turkey and Greece on the one hand and Europe and the United 
States on the other all stood to benefit. Many officials believed that the 
United States was already committed to the security of Turkey. That was 
the import of virtually every major decision of the administration in the 
region since August 1946. But for the United States to ensure Turkey’s 
cobelligerency in the event of an attack on Europe, a U.S. security com- 
mitment was required. A security commitment was also necessary to se- 
cure access to Turkey’s valuable bases and to close the Straits.*4 
Without a security commitment from the United States, U.S. officials 
were concerned that Turkey would drift toward neutrality, as it had in 
World War II, and as Iran appeared to be doing at the time under Prime 
Minister Mossadeq.* If this happened, officials reasoned, the United States 


41See Kenneth Condit, The History of the Joint Chiefs of Staff: The Joint Chiefs of Staff 
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and Europe would lose the assistance of a powerful ally. Greece and Iran, 
if they were to be protected, required mutual defense arrangements with 
Turkey; this was possible only under a broader security arrangement of 
which the United States was a part. As members of NATO, Turkey and 
Greece would be important to SACEUR—both as a deterrent to a Soviet 
attack and as a threat to the Soviets’ southern flank. If the region’s mili- 
tary potential were integrated in a security framework, the Soviet Union 
would have to commit significant forces to protect its southern flank and 
its vital oil fields around Baku.** A security commitment to Turkey, 
therefore, constituted a far more effective deterrent than previous ar- 
rangements for resisting a Soviet attack, not only along the Middle East’s 
entire Northern Tier, which provided a buffer for European and U.S. oil 
interests in the Persian Gulf, but in Europe as well.** 


Finding a solution to the Palestine problem 


If U.S. policy in the Near East was shaped by developments along the 

Northern Tier and by an increasingly clear conception of Turkey’s unique 

geopolitical role in the balance of power, it was hopelessly muddled by 

developments in Palestine. Officials in the White House and the State 

Department, who saw eye-to-eye on the Northern Tier, were at variance 

over concerns that deserved presidential priority when it came to Pales- 

tine. These differences led to bewildering alterations in policy that at one 
point prompted the normally stolid Dean Rusk, then director of the Of- 
fice of United Nations Affairs, to contemplate reserving a wing at a men- 
tal hospital in Washington, D.C. The consequence was aptly summarized 
in 1948 by Loy Henderson, who wrote Secretary of State George Mar- 
shall that Britain and the United States, “‘by following confused, contra- 

43See the comments, later, by Prime Minister Menderes, FRUS, 1951, V, 220. 

*4The U.S. government, in examining the merits of the problem, looked at a host of con- 
cerns: provocation to the Soviet Union; organization and planning problems; the effect 
of widening obligations; the effect on regional countries such as Iran that were not in- 
cluded; the possible relaxation of Greek and Turkish efforts; increased demands for aid; 
and the lack of a common heritage. These concerns were dismissed. As in 1950, the 
United States also examined alternative arrangements; they, too, were dismissed. Admis- 
sion to NATO was a quick and easy way of bringing Turkey and Greece into the overall 
defense picture; the Turks were already associated with NATO for planning purposes; 
they needed a credible deterrent and they wanted in; they wanted to be an integral part 
of the West, and their prestige was involved. These were the factors that led the United 
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dictory, and opportunistic policies in the past, have added to the compli- 
cations and injustices inherent in the situation.” 

Part of an explanation for the abrupt shifts and inconsistencies in U.S. 
policy begins with the past. Britain’s professed “equality of obligation” 
to Arabs and Jews, enshrined in the Balfour Declaration in 1917 and 
incorporated in the British Mandate for Palestine, committed the British 
to “view with favour the establishment in Palestine of a national home 
for the Jewish people, . . . it being clearly understood that nothing shall 
be done which may prejudice the civil and religious rights of the existing 
non-Jewish [i.e., Arab] communities in Palestine.” When the British gov- 
ernment in 1947 decided to give up its mandate and depart from Pales- 
tine, Foreign Minister Bevin based his decision on two beliefs: that the 
British could not reconcile these two obligations without American sup- 
port and that the United States could not be relied on to support a settle- 
ment that failed to satisfy the proponents of Zionism.** 

Britain’s equality of obligation was shared to some extent by the United 
States. Congress had approved the Balfour Declaration in a joint resolu- 
tion in 1922. President Roosevelt, moreover, had undertaken two addi- 
tional and equally irreconcilable commitments: He both endorsed the 
idea of a Jewish state and promised King Abd Al-Aziz Ibn Saud that he 
would neither help the Jews against the Arabs nor take any action in his 
capacity as president that might prove hostile to the Arab people. When 
President Truman inherited the contradictory commitments of his pre- 
decessors, he might well have echoed Prime Minister Ramsay Mac- 
Donald’s observation to David Lloyd George in a debate over Palestine 
in 1930, when the latter accused him of breaking the word of England: 
“It was not a word we inherited. We inherited words, and they are not 
always consistent.’”*” 

Compounding the problems posed by this legacy of equivocation were 
several additional factors: President Truman’s empathy for survivors of 
the Holocaust, White House responsiveness to the interests and concerns 
of the American Jewish community, and the State Department’s sensitiv- 
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ity to the broad regional context within which U.S. policy toward Pales- 
tine would be implemented. Together these factors presented government 
officials with a fundamental problem: Humanitarian concerns, domestic 
political priorities, and wide-ranging interests in the emerging Third World, 
although not always compatible with each other, had to be reconciled in 
the context of the “national interest.” 

Regional specialists in the Department of State, whose professional 
training and responsibilities made them especially sensitive to the con- 
cerns of the Arabs, believed that the national interest required good re- 
lations with the Arab world. As a result, they worried that U.S. support 
for Zionist goals would alienate the Arabs, make them more receptive to 
the Soviets, and undermine the evolving U.S. efforts to contain Soviet 
influence in the Middle East. “There is no use in strengthening the arch 
[in Greece, Turkey, and Iran],” director of NEA’s Division of Near East- 
ern Affairs Gordon Merriam wrote NEA director Loy Henderson in Oc- 
tober 1946, “‘if we are going to kick out the pillars.” Henderson agreed. 
A hostile attitude on the part of the Arabs, he wrote Under Secretary of 
State Robert A. Lovett in August 1947, “would threaten from the rear 
the position we are desperately trying to hold in Greece, Turkey, and 
Iran.” A report by the Policy Planning Staff in January 1948, assessing 
the U.S. position on Palestine in light of the partition proposal by the 
United Nations Special Committee on Palestine (UNSCOP), elaborated 
on this consistent concern: The partition plan would afford the Soviets 
an opportunity to introduce forces into Palestine, outflank U.S. positions 
along the Northern Tier, threaten the stability of the entire eastern Med- 
iterranean, and undermine the whole structure of security that had been 
set up in the Near East.** 

Officials in NEA were sensitive to the plight of displaced persons, but 
they did not see Palestine as the exclusive solution to the problems con- 
fronted by European Jewry. In their view, the Jewish displaced person 
problem, if it were to be solved, required a comprehensive worldwide 
scheme as well as an acceptable solution to the Palestine problem as a 
whole. Because the Jewish displaced person problem was not within NEA’s 
bureaucratic domain, officials in Henderson’s office were only inciden- 
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tally concerned with aiding Holocaust survivors, whose goal of establish- 

ing a Jewish state they judged to be antithetical to U.S. interests. In con- 

trast, finding an acceptable solution to the Palestine problem was one of 
their primary concerns, and like their British counterparts they believed 
it could be achieved only on the basis of consent by both Arabs and Jews. 

Political questions, in short, had to be settled first. This explains NEA’s 

initial attachment to the notion of a binational state. Without the consent 

of both parties, Merriam and Henderson believed, the principle of self- 
determination deeply imbedded in U.S. foreign policy would be violated 
and the United Nations (U.N.) charter itself contravened.*? 

In November 1947 the United Nations General Assembly recom- 
mended adoption of the UNSCOP majority plan for the partition of Pal- 
estine. Arab rejection of this recommendation, however, led officials in 
NEA to conclude that partition could only be implemented by force. Be- 
cause President Truman did not intend to deploy forces in Palestine, and 
many in the State Department and the Pentagon advised against it, these 
officials further concluded that partition was unworkable. It would re- 
sult, they believed, in bloodshed, serious unrest, and instability that the 
Soviet Union could readily exploit. Partition not only would require a 
long-term U.S. commitment but also would damage overall U.S. security 
interests, which included Arab friendship, strategic lodgements in the 
Middle East, and access to Arabian oil.°° 

Loy Henderson, who like the British had come to believe that there 
was no solution to which both Jews and Arabs would acquiesce, had 
reluctantly gone along with partition. He continued to think, however, 
that a workable solution could evolve only after long and protracted 
discussion during which moderates could find common ground. This 
process, he believed, would be impeded if the United States took sides 
(i.e., supported partition) but it could be encouraged under trusteeship. 
When the situation in Palestine began to deteriorate in late 1947, Hen- 
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derson’s office looked once again at the possibility of a trusteeship. “Al- 
though there are many doubts about trusteeship,” Merriam wrote Hen- 
derson in the spring of 1948, “no one has anything better to offer.” A 
compromise solution, however, if it had ever had a chance, by this time 
had no hope. On the day after the United States proposed in the United 
Nations that partition be delayed, David Ben-Gurion, chairman of the 
Jewish Agency Executive (the governing body of the Zionist movement 
in Palestine), observed that the establishment of a Jewish state did not 
depend on the U.N. partition resolution but on the Jews’ ability to emerge 
victorious: “‘It is we,” he said, “who will decide the fate of Palestine.” 
U.S. policy, in effect, had become irrelevant to events in Palestine.*! 

The Department of State’s management of the Palestine question has 
been the subject of considerable criticism, some of which is merited. In 
the judgment of one historian, State and Pentagon officials exaggerated 
the immediate danger to U.S. oil interests and overestimated Soviet ca- 
pacity to meddle in the region.°? This may be true, but subsequent events 
have demonstrated that the long-term danger to Western oil interests was 
not exaggerated. Soviet options in the region, moreover, if overestimated 
at the time, significantly expanded under Stalin’s successors—in part be- 
cause of the legacy of U.S. policy toward the Palestine problem. 

More cogent, perhaps, is the criticism that American diplomats, who 
were endlessly impressed by demonstrations and editorials in Arab capi- 
tals, derided similar expressions by Zionists in their own country as 
“playing politics.” The result was a failure to develop an approach that 
accounted for popular sentiments in its recognition of realistic alterna- 
tives. Evan Wilson, who served on the Palestine desk in the 1940s, ac- 
knowledges that the thinking of officials in NEA did not sufficiently take 
into account the domestic political imperatives that were relevant to the 
Palestine question. “Nor did it take sufficiently into account,” Wilson 
adds, ‘‘the driving force of nationalism among both Arabs and Jews.” 
This failure—and in particular the failure either to comprehend the sig- 
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nificance of the Holocaust for world Jewry or to understand its implica- 
tions for Zionism—led State Department officials to believe that a com- 
promise solution in Palestine was feasible when it may have been 
impossible. In Wilson’s retrospective judgment, a solution along the lines 
of a binational state was'simply not an option after World War Il. A 
failure to understand the imperatives of Zionism also led department 
officials to be overly optimistic about the ability of the United Nations to 
resolve disputes. In Wilson’s view, a Jewish state was bound to come.*? 

Finally, the State Department was seriously misinformed about the 
military situation in Palestine. Secretary of State George Marshall, for 
example, saw grave risks and warned the Jewish Agency’s Moshe Sher- 
tok against relying on the advice of his military. “Believe me, I am talking 
about things which I know,” Marshall told him in May 1948. “You are 
sitting there in the coastal plains of Palestine while the Arabs hold the 
mountain ridges. ... The Arabs have regular armies. They are well trained 
and they have heavy arms. How can you hope to hold out?” In a cabinet 
meeting in March 1951, Marshall (now Secretary of Defense) noted that 
twice in his career he had been seriously misinformed on the military 
potential of foreign powers. The first instance was the power of the French 
army in 1940; the second was the grave overestimate of Arab military 
strength in the recent conflict with Israel. The latter, he observed, consti- 
tuted a gross failure of military intelligence.5* In 1947—48, needless to 
say, poor information clearly complicated the judgment of NEA officials 
who were also seeking to avert what they felt was an impending blood- 
bath. 

President Truman during these years was never convinced by the State 
Department’s arguments on the Palestine question. His humanitarian in- 
stincts and attachment to the Bible inclined him, despite occasional irri- 
tability at Zionist pressures, to be sympathetic to the Jewish people’s 
need to build a new life. Officials in the Department of State, he felt, 
were more concerned with the goodwill of the Arabs and the danger of 


53Grose, Israel in the Mind of America, 215; Bain, The March to Zion, 91; Donovan, 
Conflict and Crisis, 378; Wilson, Decision on Palestine, 37, 151, 155-57. Bain, 199, 
213, argues that the United Nations offered prospects for a collective solution to the 
Jewish refugee problem that could have minimized future conflict and made possible a 
just settlement. This judgment ignores, however, the strength of Jewish nationalism. Any 
compromise solution in Palestine, moreover, would have been difficult because it would 
have been opposed by both Arabs and Jews. 

°4Grose, Israel in the Mind of America, 287; memorandum for the president, 15 March 
1951, President’s Secretary’s Files, Harry S. Truman Papers, HSTL; Wilson, Decision on 
Palestine, 157. 


U.S. policy in the Near East 323 


antagonizing them than with the suffering of the Jews. He believed that 
he could help the victims of the Holocaust find a home in Palestine, pro- 
tect his political future in the United States, and safeguard the interests 
of the United States in the Middle East.*° 
The president’s views deserve brief elaboration. To begin with, Tru- 
man did not fully understand either the history of the Palestine question 
or the dilemma inherent in the Balfour Declaration. As a result, he failed 
on Occasion to comprehend the distinction between one diplomatic for- 
mula and another. Nor did he appreciate the perspective of the Arabs 
themselves. Unlike Roosevelt, he did not see the awkwardness of asking 
Arabs to accept Jewish immigrants in Palestine when the United States 
was reluctant to accept them. Nor was he sensitive to the fact that the 
admission of displaced Jews into Palestine or the creation of a Jewish 
state in Palestine represented actions that the Arabs had legitimate reason 
to regard as hostile.*° 
President Truman, because of his limited understanding of the Arab 
world, seems also to have been unwarrantedly optimistic about Palestine. 
Partition, for example, he initially regarded as opening the way for peace- 
ful collaboration between Arabs and Jews along the lines of the Tennes- 
see Valley Authority. In this, he was no different from many liberal Dem- 
ocrats such as Eleanor Roosevelt who, in opposition to Loy Henderson’s 
warnings in 1947 about the U.N. majority plan, declared: ‘“Come, come, 
Mr. Henderson. I think you’re exaggerating the dangers. You are too 
pessimistic. A few years ago Ireland was considered to be a problem that 
could not be solved. Then the Irish Republic was established and the 
problem vanished. I’m confident that when a Jewish state is set up, the 
Arabs will see the light; they will quiet down; and Palestine will no longer 
be a problem.’”*” 
Although the president was intent on doing what was “right”? when it 
came to Palestine, an objective view was difficult to achieve because the 
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environment in which President Truman operated, as Ernest Bevin rec- 
ognized, was overwhelmingly supportive of the Zionist cause. The Amer- 
ican Zionist Emergency Council (AZEC) and its 400 local committees, 
their prominence among Jews of the world accentuated by the virtual 
disappearance of European Jewry, worked hard in pressing the Zionist 
case. The White House, in the latter half of 1947, for example, received 
135,000 communications regarding Palestine, and in one three-month 
period in 1948 received more than 300,000 postcards, nearly all of them 
from Jewish interest groups and their supporters. As a result of AZEC’s 
efforts, 33 state legislatures passed resolutions favoring a Jewish state in 
Palestine, while 40 governors, 54 senators, and 250 congressmen signed 
petitions to the president.*® 

Zionists also set about “educating”? Truman’s former business partner 
Eddie Jacobson to gain access to Truman. At the recommendation of the 
president’s administrative assistant David Niles, they focused their atten- 
tion on Special Counsel Clark Clifford and found an avenue to Clifford 
through his pro-tem aide Max Lowenthal. They briefed Niles and Clif- 
ford regularly, providing material that served as a basis for many mem- 
oranda to the president and even drafting some of Truman’s statements. 
Truman, at times, appears to have been unaware of the work of his aides, 
whose actions in lobbying heavily for the partition of Palestine, for ex- 
ample, were at odds with instructions the president gave to the Depart- 
ment of State. The president’s role in this episode, needless to say, is the 
subject of considerable controversy.*? 

The president’s responsiveness to Zionist influence was, aside from his 
emotional predispositions, based on political reality. “I have to answer 
to hundreds of thousands who are anxious for the success of Zionism,” 
he told a number of State Department representatives on one occasion, 
“T do not have hundreds of thousands of Arabs among my constituents.” 
Historians have pointed out numerous occasions in which Zionist pres- 
sures, both direct and indirect, influenced his decisions. These include 
breaking away from the Morrison-Grady plan (which rejected partition 
and spelled doom for a Jewish state), the president’s Yom Kippur speech 
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in 1946, support for the partition of Palestine in 1947, and the decision 
to recognize Israel in 1948. 

Clark Clifford, one of his key advisers, has contested the assertion of 
one historian that Truman’s policies were motivated by short-term pollit- 
ical expediency rather than long-range national goals, arguing that polit- 
ical factors played only a minor role in Truman’s broad national strategy 
for reelection in 1948. Clifford has cited as a case in point a memo he 
submitted to the president in November 1947 in which he argued that 
decisions on the Palestine problem should be based on intrinsic merit. He 
neglected to mention, however, his observations in that memo that the 
Jewish vote was important in New York, that no candidate since 1876 
(except for Wilson in 1916) had lost New York and won the presidency, 
and that its forty-seven electoral votes were the first prize in any election. 
He also neglected to point out that although the president lost New York 
in 1948, the Jewish vote in Ohio, California, and Illinois was crucial to 
his reelection. 

Another factor that complicated the president’s determination to do 
what was right was the predisposition of his advisers in the White House 
to share widely accepted stereotypes of Arabs. ““You know that President 
Roosevelt said to some of us privately he could do anything that needed 
to be done with Ibn Saud with a few million dollars,” the president’s 
assistant David Niles wrote him in May 1946, failing to note that this 
judgment had changed considerably after Roosevelt’s meeting with the 
king in February 1945. In that same memo Niles asserted that there would 
be very little opposition to the transfer of 100,000 displaced European 
Jews to Palestine; Niles also discounted the danger of unifying Muslims 
by such action on the grounds that “a good part of the Moslem world 
follows Gandhi and his philosophy of non-resistance.” In another memo 
to the president, Clark Clifford noted that the United States appeared “‘in 
the ridiculous role of trembling before threats of a few nomadic des- 
ert tribes. ... Why should Russia or Yugoslavia, or any other nation 
treat us with anything but contempt,” he wrote, “‘in light of our shilly- 
shallying appeasement of the Arabs?” 
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Briefs such as these—by advisers who had no sympathy for and knew 
little about the Arabs—may well have influenced the president, when he 
was confronted by domestic pressures and political constraints, to dis- 
count the importance of the Arabs and their rights in his overall scheme 
of what was just. The Morrison-Grady plan, he told more than one per- 
son, was the solution to the Palestine problem that he considered most 
fair; but he rejected this plan because it was politically unsupportable in 
the United States. Clearly, to do what was “right” was a difficult task. 

One option other than a Jewish state that might have been available 
to displaced European Jews, as it had been to their persecuted brethren 
in earlier years, was immigration to the United States. Quotas, however, 
restricted Jewish immigration, and the president knew that the reaction 
in this country if he attempted to change those quotas would be divisive. 
One poll taken in January 1946 indicated that only 5 percent of respon- 
dents favored increased immigration from Europe. Another poll taken in 
1946 found that only 43 percent favored allowing Poles, Jews, and other 
displaced persons to enter the United States. “I think there would be 
terrific resistance if we attempted at this time to bring even a small por- 
tion [of displaced European Jews] into our own country beyond the pres- 
ent quota limitations,’’ David Niles wrote the president in May 1946. “I 
don’t see how we can ask other countries [i.e., outside the Arab world] 
to do what we ourselves are unable to do.” These observations imply 
that Arab views could be discounted; they also suggest that there was 
more than a grain of truth to Bevin’s subsequent accusation that “The 
average citizen does not want them [i.e., Jewish immigrants] in the United 
States and salves his conscience by advocating their admission to Pales- 
tine.” 

President Truman, meanwhile, found it easier to discount Arab op- 
position to U.S. policy in the Middle East than to confront bigotry and 
anti-Semitism in the United States. This explains, perhaps, why his efforts 
in opening up immigration quotas were limited and why he did not push 
Congress to expand quotas for refugees. Only in 1947 did the White 
House begin a concerted campaign to produce extensive refugee settle- 
ment in the United States, and by June 1948 only 41,379 refugees (not 
all of whom were Jewish) had entered the United States under the presi- 
dent’s executive order. 

If the president was sensitive to domestic prejudice and more cogni- 
zant of the imperatives of Zionism than the Department of State, he re- 
mained insensitive to Arab concerns about the introduction of 100,000 
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Jews to Palestine and, because of domestic pressures, he refused to share 
British responsibility for the larger problem of finding a fair solution to 
the Palestine question. He ignored the principle of self-determination, 
which, presumably, he did not feel applied to the Arabs of Palestine, and 
he endorsed (but would not enforce) a partition plan that responded to 
Jewish needs but was manifestly unfair to the Arabs of Palestine.®! 

President Truman’s support for partition, in contrast, gave interna- 
tional recognition to the Jewish claim of sovereignty in Palestine; his de 
facto recognition of Israel gave the state international legitimacy and be- 
gan the special relationship between the United States and Israel. It was 
the Jews themselves, however, not Truman, who were responsible for 
bringing Israel into being. Partition probably would have come about 
even without his support. The result was also bound to reflect the relative 
strength of the parties involved. But the president does share responsibil- 
ity for never attempting to initiate a long-term solution to the problem 
of Palestine. Subject to the dichotomous views of his bureaucracy and 
lacking the substantive knowledge to judge their validity, Truman pur- 
sued policies that only put off or mitigated problems he did not under- 
stand and could not solve.° 


Oil, nationalism, and Britain’s waning imperial power 


The Palestine problem, one historian has observed, was a barometer that 
measured government sensitivities to a broad range of strategic concerns 
in the Middle East.® The strategic concern with the highest priority was 
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the containment of Soviet influence. Of lesser priority but nonetheless 
important were Western interests in and continued access to Persian Gulf 
oil. Because public U.S. support for Zionist objectives in Palestine threat- 
ened to undermine the containment policy and jeopardized access to Gulf 
oil, the State Department sought to improve relations with Arab oil states 
through private enterprise and looked increasingly to U.S. oil companies 
to promote U.S. interests in the region. 

Historians have shown how U.S. oil policy served the special interests 
of competing interest groups both within and outside the government 
and established a pattern for future U.S. actions vis-a-vis Saudi Arabia 
and Middle East oil. The State Department, by subordinating the anti- 
trust implications of unregulated business arrangements to the “national 
interest,”’ made it possible for U.S. oil companies to secure increased mar- 
kets and to acquire additional sources of supply. State officials supported 
the allocation of scarce steel resources for the Trans-Arabian pipeline 
linking Saudi oil to Western markets. Following the advent of the Korean 
War, they also encouraged a fifty-fifty profit-sharing arrangement be- 
tween the Arabian American Oil Company (ARAMCO) and Saudi Ara- 
bia. As a result of these developments, the position of U.S. petroleum 
interests in Saudi Arabia was vastly improved. Ibn Saud received more 
revenue to aid in the modernization of Saudi Arabia, and progress was 
made toward the State Department goal of ensuring economic stability 
and containing the spread of communism in the area. The Defense De- 
partment, meanwhile, by obtaining increased Saudi production, con- 
served its strategic resources in the Western Hemisphere. Over time, the 
process of securing mutual interests gave birth to the special relationship 
between Saudi Arabia and the United States. 

Despite the developing U.S.-Saudi relationship, however, U.S. interests 
in the Middle East continued to be jeopardized not just by U.S. policy 
toward the Palestine problem but by U.S. relations with Britain. The United 
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States and Britain, it may be remembered, had committed themselves to 
cooperate and to pursue parallel policies in the Near East. This was nec- 
essary if they were to maintain the balance of power and contain Soviet 
influence in the region. When George Marshall was secretary of state, the 
cornerstone of his policies in the Middle East was the maintenance of 
Britain’s declining position to the greatest extent possible (Palestine, of 
course, was an important exception). Under his successor, Dean Ache- 
son, this policy was unchanged.® In the later 1940s, however, nationalist 
forces in Iran and Egypt, with whom the United States sought better ties, 
had begun to resist the attempts by Britain to hold onto what was left of 
its empire and to contest treaties that had been negotiated under imperial 
pressures. 

In Egypt, discontent over the establishment of Israel fueled passions 
over Britain’s pervasive influence and focused on two legacies of the past: 
an Anglo-Egyptian treaty that gave Britain the right to maintain troops 
in Egypt until 1956 and a condominium agreement between Britain and 
the Sudan that was a facade for British rule. The Egyptians wanted the 
British out of Suez and “unity for the Nile Valley.” The British, deter- 
mined to maintain access to the Suez base, attempted to balance the in- 
evitability of withdrawal with the requirements of defense. Their goal 
was a phased withdrawal in exchange for immediate access to military 
bases in the canal zone in the event of war. The United States, which 
shared British concerns about the consequences of withdrawal, sought a 
mutually satisfactory settlement that humiliated neither party while meeting 
both Western strategic concerns and Egyptian national demands. Through 
the concept of a Middle East Command (MEC), the United States and 
Britain sought to internationalize the issue in the context of a regional 
defense organization. They hoped to circumvent Anglo-Egyptian differ- 
ences by substituting an Allied base for a British base and an Allied pres- 
ence for a British presence in the canal zone. Egypt, however, was far 
removed from the Northern Tier and was preoccupied with Israel and 
Britain, not the Soviet Union. As a result, the MEC and a subsequent 
proposal, the Middle East Defense Organization, were stillborn. Encour- 
aged by developments in Iran, the Egyptians in October 1951 abrogated 
the Anglo-Egyptian Treaty and the Sudan Condominium Agreement.®¢ 
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In many of the differences between Britain and Egypt, U.S. officials 
were aware of the liabilities of supporting Britain; because no other country 
was willing to assume Allied responsibilities in the region, however, they 
believed they had few options. Acheson, for one, believed that there was 
little he could have done to ameliorate the Anglo-Egyptian problem, and 
as long as the Anglo-American partnership was central to his policies he 
was probably right. Even so, there were limits. When skirmishes in Jan- 
uary 1952 between Britain and Egypt resulted in bloodshed, the United 
States refused to grant Prime Minister Churchill’s request to send “‘token” 
troops to the Suez. The British leader, whose Conservative government 
had come back into power partly as a result of British difficulties in Iran 
and Egypt, was still smarting over the British setback in Iran; he told 
Acheson that under his government “there might have been a splutter of 
musquetry,” but the British would not have been kicked out of Iran. 
Three weeks later, after the British stormed a police headquarters at Is- 
mailia, Acheson commented to the British ambassador that “‘the splutter 
of musketry apparently doesn’t stop things as we have been told from 
time to time that it would.” It didn’t, and the Americans were extremely 
pessimistic about the situation in Egypt. In June 1952 the monarchy was 
overthrown, and although American officials hoped that a new regime 
signaled an opportunity to resolve Anglo-Egyptian differences, continued 
efforts to mediate those differences were not successful. Egyptian nation- 
alism, the security of the Suez, Britain’s position in the Middle East, and 
stability in the region together constituted an extremely difficult combi- 
nation of concerns to blend together into a constructive policy.®” 

In Iran, a nationalist desire to exact a larger share of the profits from 
Britain’s exploitation of Iran’s oil resources clashed with Whitehall’s in- 
sistence on retaining profitable control over them. Iran’s opposition to 
the Anglo-Iranian Oil Company (AIOC) and attempt to exercise national 
control over the oil industry had been crystallized in the aftermath of 
World War II by a debate over revision of a 1933 agreement under which 
Iran received 16 percent of the royalties paid by AIOC. Although a pro- 
posed supplemental agreement in 1949 would have been the most favor- 
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able of its kind when negotiated (Iran would have received 29.5 percent 
of the royalties), the Iranians rejected it. Debate over the agreement, 
meanwhile, catapulted the National Front and its leader Mohammed 
Mossadeq to the forefront of Iranian politics and led to nationalization 
of the oil industry. By October 1951 strikes had forced the British to 
close down and withdraw from the largest refinery in the world at Aba- 
dan, and a major crisis was at hand. 

Mossadeq, who became prime minister in 1951, had helped lead the 
opposition to Soviet oil concessions in the 1940s. In the 1950s, his long- 
standing, intense dislike of the British and their historical interference in 
Iranian politics was energized by the terms under which the British had 
exploited Iranian resources. The AIOC, which was Britain’s largest over- 
seas asset, was valued at somewhere between £81 million (the undepre- 
ciated book value) and £500 million (the replacement cost). In 1950 the 
AIOC produced 6 percent of the world’s oil and provided Britain with 
something in the neighborhood of £100 million in foreign exchange earn- 
ings. Iranians were exercised by the fact that AIOC made larger pay- 
ments to the British Treasury than to Iran, whose dividends in the late 
1940s did not reflect increased production and higher profits. Other 
grievances included an inability to monitor AIOC activities and AIOC 
sales to the British Admiralty at reduced prices.°? 

Mossadeq’s primary concern was with the political aspects of nation- 
alization—with the sovereign right of Iran to control its own natural 
resources and rid itself of British dominance. This objective, he believed, 
was more important than the immediate economic benefits that could be 
gained by temporizing. Control of the oil industry was, in effect, a moral 
imperative that could not be compromised.”° 

The British were equally determined to thwart Mossadeq. Although 
eventually willing to accept the principle of nationalization, they claimed 
“just compensation,” which they interpreted as including compensation 
for the concession itself and future profits from it. In short, the conditions 
under which they would accept nationalization would nullify the con- 
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cept. The British were concerned, ultimately, not over AIOC properties, 
the loss of which they could have absorbed, but over the precedent that 
the seizure of AIOC would set for British interests in the Gulf and 
throughout the world. They refused to accept a settlement in which Mos- 
sadeq benefited relative to rulers elsewhere who abided by their con- 
tracts. If the British had to choose between Iran’s going communist or 
Britain’s going bankrupt, which is how they defined the problem, they 
saw the former as less important than preserving the last remaining bul- 
wark of British solvency: their overseas investments and properties.”! 

Britain’s strategy for dealing with Mossadeq was predicated on the 
assumption that economic pressure would bring him to his knees; if the 
United States refused to assist him, Mossadeq would come around. A 
corollary of this line of thinking was a belief that Iran’s economic stan- 
dards were so low that the country’s total collapse was not imminent. As 
a result, the British saw no urgency in the situation and viewed concilia- 
tory actions as worse than doing nothing, Foreign Minister Anthony Eden, 
for example, rejected the argument of U.S. officials that the only alter- 
native to Mossadeq was communist rule. He believed that satisfactory 
alternatives could be found and in the interim saw no agreement as better 
than one that did not support British objectives.’ 

U.S. policy toward the Anglo-Iranian dispute, in contrast, was gov- 
erned by a sense of urgency. This had not always been the case. After the 
Azerbaijan crisis of 1946, State Department officials saw themselves 
struggling to maintain the status quo in Greece and Turkey and saw little 
basis for new commitments. Worldwide demands limited the funds and 
equipment available to Iran, whose absorptive capacity posed additional 
problems. U.S. officials, meanwhile, were unsympathetic with Iran’s ob- 
sessive desires for parity with Turkey and irritated by Iran’s ambiguous 
and overlapping requests for assistance, which outnumbered those of the 
rest of the seventeen countries under NEA’s jurisdiction combined. U.S. 
attitudes began to shift, however, after the Korean War began and after 
the Soviet Union began to pursue a more moderate course of action toward 
Iran. By the fall of 1950 State Department officials began to pay more 
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attention to Iran’s need for economic assistance and by the beginning of 
1951 to worry over Iran’s drift toward neutrality in the cold war.”? 
As the nationalization crisis unfolded, U.S. officials were increasingly 
irritated by Britain’s attitude toward Iran, typical of which was the state- 
ment by AIOC’s representative in New York that Britain had already made 
liberal concessions and would soon arrive at a point where the AIOC 
would have “nothing in the till.”” Acheson, who believed British policies 
to be persistently stupid, subsequently observed that ARAMCO had 
avoided such a situation in Saudi Arabia by “graciously granting that 
which it no longer had the power to withhold.” AIOC representatives 
were less flexible, and U.S. officials, concerned with preventing the Sovi- 
ets from gaining influence in and control of the Middle East, believed 
that the AIOC was subordinating broader political considerations to 
commercial interests. The main priority of the United States was pre- 
venting the loss of Iran to the free world. Desiring to prevent economic 
collapse and to preserve Iran’s independence, the United States thwarted 
Britain’s inclination to intervene militarily in Iran and attempted to per- 
suade the AIOC to make real concessions. Nationalization, U.S. officials 
believed, had to be accepted. It was a sovereign right and should not be 
opposed if prompt and effective compensation were paid. This does not 
mean that U.S. officials were prepared to disrupt the system that distrib- 
uted the world’s oil. It means, rather, that they sought greater flexibility 
on the part of Britain and initially attempted to find formulas that would 
help to mediate differences.” 
Following the election of a Conservative government in Britain in Oc- 
tober 1951, however, the United States was reluctant to oppose Chur- 
chill’s tough line toward Iran. Although U.S. officials were convinced 
that Mossadeq was sincere in seeking a solution that would allow him to 
avoid turning to the Soviet Union for assistance, they increasingly sided 
with Britain in a dispute where the issues appeared nonnegotiable. The 
United States made up for Britain’s diminished refinery capacity and for- 
eign exchange losses. By early 1952, U.S. policies were more closely aligned 
with Britain’s, and American financial assistance to Iran was made con- 
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tingent on Iran’s reaching an agreement with Britain. Even so, at the end 
of 1952 the Truman administration was unwilling to consider a British 
proposal backed by Churchill and Eden to overthrow Mossadeq,. Instead, 
it explored the possibility of finding a solution in collaboration with the 
major oil companies, while the JCS advocated a break with the British, 
arguing that animosity toward the British would be greater if the United 
States failed to act than if it did. Efforts to resolve the problem, however, 
failed. As Acheson observed in his memoirs, time ran out and the Eisen- 
hower administration took over.’> 


Conclusion 


President Truman’s commitment to maintain the balance of power in the 
Near East was his administration’s most important policy in the region. 
It constituted an assumption of responsibility that, to use Dean Ache- 
son’s words, was “decided rightly and vigorously followed through.” The 
determination of men like Loy Henderson and Acheson to sustain that 
commitment throughout the early postwar period and, after the advent 
of the Korean War, the initiative of Assistant Secretary of State George 
McGhee in bringing Greece and Turkey into NATO, served to undergird 
the Truman administration’s policies. Their primary objective was the 
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containment of Soviet influence through support for the sovereignty and 
territorial integrity of the Northern Tier states. That objective was in- 
formed by an increasingly clear conception of Turkey’s unique geopolit- 
ical position as a Near Eastern and a European country, with an impor- 
tant role to play in the defense of both regions. 

If the United States had not stood firm in Iran and not confronted 
Soviet pressures in Turkey during the early postwar years, it is likely that 
Stalin would have been tempted to expand the Soviet sphere of influence 
in the Near East as he did in Eastern Europe and the Far East. “The fact 
that this did not happen when the British were driven to reduce their 
commitment drastically in 1947,”’ Alan Bullock has observed, “does not 
prove the fears of 1945—46 to have been exaggerated or groundless.” 
Firmness, in short, may well have put Stalin on notice that expansion to 
the south could be carried out only at the risk of confrontation.”® 

Soviet actions in Iran, following as they did Soviet expansion into Eastern 
Europe and the Far East, superseded the bounds of what a majority of 
the international community was prepared to accept. What would be 
done to oppose similar Soviet actions elsewhere along the Middle East’s 
Northern Tier or Europe was not clear. That is why, despite its short- 
comings, something like the Truman Doctrine may have been necessary 
when the British began to withdraw from the region. Whether Soviet 
pressures on Iran and Turkey can be justified by the Soviet Union’s enor- 
mous losses during World War II or by its security needs depends on 
one’s point of view. What is striking is the extent to which, in the eyes of 
those whose territorial integrity was in question, U.S. interpretations of 
events were seen as more accurate and U.S. concerns were seen as more 
legitimate than the interpretations and concerns of the Soviet Union. U.S. 
involvement in the affairs of Iran and Turkey, finally, was encouraged by 
those countries because their governments wanted the United States to 
serve as a counterweight to the Soviet Union, whose influence was re- 
sented and feared. 

If the solid reputation that President Truman enjoys among most his- 
torians today can be attributed in part to his support for Iran and Turkey 
early in the cold war, it is also true, as one historian has noted, that his 
reputation “must stand on spheres other than Palestine.””” The Palestine 
problem, it must be acknowledged, provided him with little room for 
maneuver. Although the plight of Europe’s surviving Jews clearly neces- 
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sitated heroic efforts on the part of the world community, the world’s 
reluctance to accommodate them and the survivors’ need for redemption 
from the traumas of the Holocaust ultimately pointed to a solution that 
could be effected only at the expense of the Arab majority in Palestine 
and against the wishes of the Arab world. Rectifying one injustice by 
helping to perpetrate another, U.S. policy supported the creation of a 
Jewish state while helping to sow the seeds of future conflict. 

“The price for treating the Arab view-point as unimportant,” Alan 
Bullock has observed of British policy during the Mandate, “‘has contin- 
ued to be paid long after the British have left the Middle East.’’’”® The 
United States, needless to say, is one of those still paying that price, a 
good part of which was set by the 1948 war. The Palestine refugee prob- 
lem, which was not anticipated and which U.S. officials assumed would 
be resolved in a year or two, proved unresponsive to economic ap- 
proaches. In time, many observers would recognize the need of Palestin- 
ians for a homeland as parallel to the need of the Jews, and the sympa- 
thies of the United Nations, its ranks tripled by nations of the emerging 
Third World, would be profoundly altered. The problem itself, mean- 
while, continues to defy solution. Its complexity also suggests why the 
Truman administration’s efforts to ameliorate it resulted only in uneasy 
truces and in what Dean Acheson has characterized as ‘“‘a long record of 
failure.” According to Margaret Truman, the Palestine problem in some 
ways was the most difficult problem of her father’s entire administration. 
‘‘He did his best to solve it,” she wrote in 1973, “and even today he 
admits that his best was probably not good enough.” It wasn’t, although, 
as she also noted, “perhaps the situation was impossible, from the start.””? 

If the Palestine problem was impossible, the larger region of which it 
was a part presented the Truman administration with a somewhat less 
hopeless but nonetheless formidable problem. Although increasingly in- 
volved in the affairs of Turkey and Saudi Arabia, the United States had 
few resources with which to undertake new commitments elsewhere in 
the Middle East. As a result, U.S. officials saw collaboration with Britain 
as central to the policy of containment. Such collaboration, however, 
impeded better U.S. relations with the region’s emerging nationalist forces, 
whose differences with Britain threatened to undermine the very policy 
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that Anglo-American ties were designed to support. Although U.S. offi- 
cials recognized that British relations with the Middle East had to be put 
on the basis of equality and attempted themselves to establish better re- 
lations with their Middle East counterparts, the priority that the Truman 
administration gave to Anglo-American relations dictated the course of 
action. To put it simply, the administration believed that the Soviet Union 
constituted a much greater threat to U.S. interests than did U.S. support 
for the vestiges of colonialism.*° 

In Egypt, there may have been few alternatives open to U.S. officials. 
In Iran, however, events could have taken a different course had the ad- 
ministration found a basis to support Iran before the nationalization cri- 
sis. This is a point made by former U.S. ambassador Henry Grady as well 
as by former Assistant Secretary of State George McGhee.®! Once the 
situation in Iran reached crisis proportions, Anglo-American collabora- 
tion virtually compelled Mossadeq’s increasing toleration of the Tudeh 
Party and sealed his fate.8* A purported “alliance” between Mossadeq 
and the Soviet Union provided the pretext for his overthrow, but the 
evidence is not convincing and appears to have been exaggerated by the 
man who engineered his removal. McGhee, for one, does not believe that 
Mossadeq ever formed such an alliance. It is also possible that the Cen- 
tral Intelligence Agency misconstrued the implications of a traditional 
Iranian tactic of playing the great powers off against one another.®? Mos- 
sadeq’s own limitations, of course, contributed to his undoing. The de- 
teriorating situation that led Britain and the United States to seek his 
overthrow unquestionably was exacerbated by his atavistic fear of British 
influence and his inability to compromise with the AIOC.* But U.S. sup- 
port for British policies, it must be remembered, limited Mossadeq’s op- 
tions and forced him into a corner, precluding a viable liberal-democratic 
alternative to the shah. As a result, U.S. policies cannot escape major 
responsibility for the impasse in Iran when President Truman left office. 
The Eisenhower administration, in turn, bears the responsibility for tak- 
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ing a step that violated the principle of sovereignty that previous admin- 

istrations had pledged to uphold, the consequences of which returned to 

haunt the United States a quarter-century later. 

A more assertive and fair-minded role in mediating the conflict be- 
tween the AIOC and Mossadeq was fraught with problems, but it might 
have made a major difference for the course of Iranian history and U.S. 
policy in the Middle East.*> Instead, the State Department was discour- 
aged from continuously redefining the international situation. As the ad- 
vent of conservative governments in Britain and the United States sig- 
naled a change in the public mood, unrealistic rhetoric, once used to 
mobilize public opinion in support of sensible policies, came to determine 
policy, and U.S. policy in Iran became symptomatic of the process. 

85 Woodhouse, Something Ventured, 131, notes that if the British could have foreseen the 
consequences of the overthrow of Mossadeq, they would still have done the same thing 
but would have forestalled the consequences. They did not foresee the shah’s capricious 
and tyrannical use of his strength; nor did they foresee that the British and the Americans 
would fail to keep him on a reasonable course. Rather, what they foresaw in 1953 was 
more like what happened in Afghanistan between 1973 and 1980: the overthrow of a 


weak monarchy by nationalist forces, which were then overthrown by indigenous com- 
munists, who were then overwhelmed by the Red Army. 
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Toward a post-colonial order: 
Truman administration policies toward 
South and Southeast Asia 


ROBERT J. MCMAHON 


When Harry S. Truman suddenly entered the White House in April 1945, 
he faced a staggering array of problems, many of which demanded im- 
mediate attention. Certainly the future of colonial rule in South Asia and 
Southeast Asia did not rank very high among them. Indeed, the admin- 
istration of Franklin D. Roosevelt had already agreed not to challenge 
the reassertion of European colonial authority in Southeast Asia and not ° 
to pressure the British on the sensitive subject of Indian independence. 
The untested chief executive from Independence, Missouri, had no rea- 
son to question those decisions. Nor did he have cause to question the 
conventional wisdom that both areas were peripheral to core U.S. inter- 
ests. To be sure, during World War II the United States evinced a growing 
interest in the colonial territories of southern Asia; not only did those 
regions possess a wealth of valuable natural resources—as the events 
leading up to Pearl Harbor amply attest—but American strategic plan- 
ners called for an enhanced U.S. military presence in the postwar Pacific. 
Still, as the new president prepared for the daunting tasks ahead of him, 
most knowledgeable observers inside and outside the government antic- 
ipated that the U.S. stake in colonial Asia would remain circumscribed 
indefinitely. 

They could not have been more mistaken. For Truman’s presidency 
dramatically—and probably irrevocably—transformed America’s ap- 
proach to the world. When Truman left office in January 1953, it was 
difficult indeed to distinguish vital U.S. interests from secondary ones; 
given the administration’s expansive definition of the Soviet threat, all 
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interests appeared suddenly critical. By then the United States had em- 
braced what one historian has called the doctrine of national security: a 
concept that “‘postulates the interrelatedness of so many different politi- 
cal, economic, and military factors that developments halfway around 
the globe are seen to have automatic and direct impact on America’s core 
interests.”! A study of the Truman administration’s record in South and 
Southeast Asia provides an instructive microcosm of the “globalization” 
of U.S. foreign policy during the postwar era. Areas that had traditionally 
been of distinctly minor interest to Washington were transformed during 
the Truman years into critical cold-war battlegrounds, as the United States 
redefined its national security interests in the face of what it considered 
an unprecedented threat from the Soviet Union. 


From anticolonialism to “noninvolvement” 


During the war years, the Roosevelt administration came to view both 
South Asia and Southeast Asia as part of a broader problem: the future 
of the colonial empires. Although the administration never adopted a 
consistent policy toward this vexing problem, the president and other 
senior officials often publicly condemned imperialism while supporting 
the principle of self-government for all dependent territories. Roosevelt 
himself characteristically took the lead on this issue, alternately chiding 
British, French, and Dutch officials on past colonial practices while urg- 
ing more enlightened postwar policies. 

As with so many American foreign policy initiatives, Roosevelt’s an- 
ticolonial approach represents a blend of idealism and self-interest. His 
attitude reflected a genuine revulsion toward what he viewed as the often 
inhumane treatment of subject peoples. He expressed moral outrage on 
numerous occasions concerning European colonial rule, often singling 
out French Indochina as a particularly grievous example. “France has 
had the country—thirty million inhabitants—for nearly one hundred 
years,” he stormed at one point, “‘and the people are worse off than they 
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were at the beginning.’’” At the same time, the president’s concern with 
the plight of dependent peoples was reinforced by a fear that the indefi- 
nite preservation of imperial rule would adversely affect U.S. interests in 
a stable and prosperous postwar world. Imperialism, FDR often re- 
marked, simply sowed the seeds for future war. Furthermore, the contin- 
ued existence of colonial trade blocs discriminated against U.S. commer- 
cial interests and directly challenged the U.S. vision of an open postwar 
world.’ 

Consequently, the Roosevelt administration initially sought to prevent 
a return to the pre-World War II status quo in the colonial areas of Asia. 
The president’s repeated efforts to prod the British on the emotional issue 
of Indian independence, his gentler but equally determined entreaties to 
Queen Wilhelmina on the future of Dutch rule in the East Indies, his 
various trusteeship schemes for French Indochina and other areas, and 
his commitment to postwar independence for the Philippines all reflected 
this important policy objective.* 

Well before his death, however, larger political, military, and strategic 
concerns prompted Roosevelt to modify substantially his approach to the 
colonial issue. The angry European response to any plan that would com- 
promise territorial sovereignty in the colonial areas attenuated U.S. trust- 
eeship planning. European intransigence deeply troubled the Roosevelt 
administration as it threatened not only to create severe strains within 
the wartime alliance but to open fissures that could undermine U.S. post- 
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war plans as well, plans that depended to a great extent on harmonious 
relations with the imperial powers. ““We could not alienate them in the 
Orient,” Secretary of State Cordell Hull later recalled, “and expect to 
work with them in Europe.” 

Strong opposition from within the U.S. government itself placed an- 
other brake on trusteeship planning. The Navy and War Departments 
insisted that U.S. national security required exclusive U.S. control over 
the Japanese-mandated islands in the Pacific and feared that insistence 
on the trusteeship formula would foolishly compromise that need. As a 
result of these critical considerations, the Roosevelt administration re- 
treated from its aggressive anticolonial policy. Although it never com- 
pletely abandoned its interest in effecting a liberalization of colonial rule, 
the United States jettisoned trusteeship planning and in early 1945 qui- 
etly informed the British, French, and Dutch that it would not contest 
their reassertion of sovereignty in southern Asia.® 

Consistent with Roosevelt’s blunting of American anticolonial pres- 
sures, at the Potsdam Conference of July and August 1945 President Harry 
Truman agreed to transfer responsibility for the liberation of the Dutch 
East Indies and the southern half of Indochina, along with Thailand, to 
the Southeast Asia Command of British Admiral Lord Louis Mountbat- 
ten. With this decision, Washington in effect surrendered the enormous 
political leverage that it could have used to reshape postwar Southeast 
Asia. The prime reason for the transfer in command responsibilities was 
undoubtedly the stated one: The Truman administration was marshaling 
all available resources for what it expected to be a protracted and bloody 
frontal assault on the Japanese home islands. In comparison with that 
overarching objective, involvement in the colonial territories of Southeast 
Asia proved a distinctly minor concern. 

At the same time, political considerations probably reinforced those 
strategic ones. U.S. officials were aware that nationalist movements in 
Indochina and the East Indies had aspired to independence for decades. 
Some State Department specialists feared that if U.S. forces liberated those 
areas from the Japanese, they could find themselves forced to mediate 
between the conflicting demands of native nationalists and European co- 
lonialists. Because U.S. postwar plans required friendly relations with 
both the colonial powers and the developing nations, such an awkward 
entanglement could only be detrimental to Washington’s interests.’ 
>Hull, Memoirs, Il, 1559. 


© Louis, Imperialism at Bay, 351-77. 
?See, for example, Department of State memorandum, “Imperialism versus an Enlightened 


Toward a post-colonial order 343 


It must be emphasized, however, that U.S. policy makers were almost 
completely unprepared for the depth and intensity of the nationalist re- 
bellions that erupted in Southeast Asia in the wake of the Japanese sur- 
render. Within days after the Pacific War reached its final denouement, 
nationalists in the East Indies boldly proclaimed an independent Repub- 
lic of Indonesia. Two weeks later, Vietminh guerrilla fighters in Indo- 
china followed suit, declaring independence for a Democratic Republic 
of Vietnam. Although some of the more astute Asian experts in the U.S. 
government had warned that the war would lead to intensified national- 
ist sentiment in these areas, none anticipated the rapid establishment of 
popular and broad-based local governments. Most top U.S. policy mak- 
ers, preoccupied with more pressing matters, expected the reassertion of 
European authority to be relatively smooth and orderly. Poor intelligence 
on actual conditions in Southeast Asia reinforced that complacency. At 
least one official report even predicted that the Indonesians would greet 
their returning Dutch rulers as liberators.® 

When it quickly became apparent during the fall of 1945 that the 
return to imperial rule in Southeast Asia would be neither smooth nor 
orderly, the Truman administration adjusted its policy to meet the new 
realities. Intent on maintaining warm relations with its European allies 
and yet unwilling to alienate colonial nationalists, the administration 
adopted a position of strict neutrality and noninvolvement. “Hands-off”’ 
would remain the keynote of U.S. policy toward the colonial upheavals 
in Southeast Asia until 1947. Thus, while conceding the legal right 
of France and Holland as “territorial sovereigns” to restore their 
prewar rule, the United States periodically indicated that it would favor 
any steps toward eventual self-government in both Indochina and the 
Indies.” 

In fact, U.S. “neutrality” was never truly impartial. As Stanley Horn- 
beck, the Asian expert who served as U.S. ambassador to the Netherlands 
during the early postwar years, later recalled: The United States “‘in effect 
attempted to support neither side and yet favored one and hoped not 
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unduly to offend the other.”!° When Sukarno, president of the infant 
Republic of Indonesia, asked President Truman to serve as a mediator, 
the United States summarily dismissed his appeal, explaining that such a 
request could come only from the “territorial sovereign.” Similarly, when 
Vietnamese President Ho Chi Minh addressed a series of personal ap- 
peals for U.S. backing to Truman, the administration ignored them, rea- 
soning that it would be improper to exchange communications with a 
government it did not recognize. 

Perhaps no single issue better reflects the biased character of Washing- 
ton’s so-called hands-off policy than its stance on the controversial issue 
of Lend-Lease supplies. Beginning only weeks after Tokyo’s capitulation, 
British and French troops in Vietnam and British and Dutch troops in 
the Indies freely used U.S. Lend-Lease equipment, including arms, to help 
restore colonial authority. When reports reached the United States that 
U.S. matériel was being used in clashes with nationalist forces, a storm 
of controversy was unleashed. The Truman administration responded 
belatedly by requesting the removal of all U.S. insignia from this equip- 
ment. Not surprisingly, this “Pontius Pilate’? gesture, as one observer 
derisively characterized it, did little to stem growing nationalist misgiv- 
ings with the direction of U.S. sympathies."! 

To U.S. policy makers, studied noninvolvement appeared the only 
workable response to the nationalist revolts in Indochina and the East 
Indies. Those revolts, which constituted the first major challenge to the 
Truman administration’s plans for postwar Asia, posed an insuperable 
dilemma for Washington. According to the administration’s first policy 
paper on the subject, U.S. interests would best be served by “‘a Far East 
progressively developing into a group of self-governing states—indepen- 
dent or with Dominion status—which would cooperate with each other 
and with the Western powers on a basis of mutual self-respect and friend- 
ship.” European efforts to restore the old colonial order would clearly 
undermine that long-term goal. Would the United States, then, press its 
allies to make commitments to eventual native self-rule even if they proved 
reluctant? Anticipating this problem, the paper acknowledged that ‘‘a 
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problem for the United States is to harmonize, so far as possible and 
without prejudice to its traditional position, its policies in regard to two 
objectives: increased political freedom for the Far East and the mainte- 
nance of the unity of the leading United Nations.” 
Left unexplored was the potentially contradictory nature of these pol- 
icy objectives. Given the extreme sensitivity of the decolonization ques- 
tion in France and Holland—two countries, after all, that were just re- 
covering from the shattering psychological and economic effects of 
prolonged German occupation—how could the United States realistically 
expect to pressure them in Southeast Asia and still maintain their staunch 
support in Europe? Yet if the colonial powers refused to make conces- 
sions to legitimate nationalist demands, the United States would soon 
have to choose between these conflicting policy objectives. The ‘“hands- 
off” posture reflected U.S. reluctance to make that choice. 
At that time, the manifest tilt toward the colonial nations reflected the 
sober calculation at the upper reaches of the Truman administration that 
European interests rated a distinctly higher priority than Asian ones. The 
steady deterioration of U.S.-Soviet relations during this period under- 
scored the critical importance of cultivating reliable partners in Western 
Europe. Pressing European priorities—political, economic, and stra- 
tegic—were inextricably linked to the emerging U.S. global foreign pol- 
icy, formulated in response to perceived Soviet ambitions. In comparison, 
Southeast Asia seemed an annoying, and potentially divisive, sideshow. 
Besides, U.S. policy makers had reason to believe that enlightened self- 
interest would eventually compel the British, French, and Dutch to adopt 
colonial policies that would be consonant with U.S. interests. !% 
The Truman administration hoped that the U.S. record in the Philip- 
pines might serve as a model in that regard. Moving quickly to honor 
Roosevelt’s wartime pledge, the United States, with great fanfare, granted 
independence to its Asian colony on 4 July 1946. The enormous influence 
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that the United States maintained in the Philippines after independence— 
best symbolized by the massive U.S. military bases at Clark Field and 
Subic Bay and the dependent economic relationship enshrined in the Bell 
Trade Act—certainly suggests that the United States neither expected nor 
desired a precipitous removal of European influence from the colonial 
areas. Rather, U.S. policy makers sought the gradual transfer of political 
authority to responsible, West-leaning native elites. In the view of U.S. 
planners, such elites would best ensure long-term political stability while 
protecting legitimate Western strategic and economic interests.'* 

That objective appeared near realization in the Indies when the Dutch 
and Indonesians initialed the so-called Linggadjati agreement in Novem- 
ber 1946. The United States quickly extended congratulations to both 
parties for their statesmanship. By providing for the peaceful evolution 
toward native self-rule, while maintaining intact Dutch political, mili- 
tary, and economic influence in the islands, the agreement appeared to 
conform perfectly with U.S. policy objectives for colonial Asia. In con- 
trast with the rapidly deteriorating situation in Indochina, where the bru- 
tal French bombing of Haiphong harbor that same month signaled the 
beginning of outright warfare, Linggadjati indeed seemed to represent a 
hopeful and rational precedent for other colonial powers to follow. It 
was, in the words of former Under Secretary of State Sumner Welles, “‘the 
most encouraging development of recent months.”?° 

Equally encouraging to the United States was the evolution of a more 
liberal British colonial policy under the leadership of Prime Minister 
Clement Attlee. No colonial issue had proved more divisive during the 
war than that of India’s future; at times it threatened to embitter Anglo- 
American relations. FDR persistently urged Winston Churchill during 
the early years of the war to make an explicit commitment to postwar 
independence, much to the prime minister’s discomfiture. Despite Roo- 
sevelt’s various efforts, including the dispatch of two presidential repre- 
sentatives on much publicized fact-finding missions, Churchill remained 
intransigent on this highly emotional subject. Recognizing the depth of 
his ally’s feelings about the British empire and being unwilling to jeop- 
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ardize wartime harmony for an issue that was of distinctly secondary 
interest to Washington, Roosevelt relaxed his pressure by 1943. Ironi- 
cally, by then, critics were accusing the president, with considerable 
justification, of turning his back on India and acquiescing in the ill- 
conceived British efforts to suppress the Indian independence movement. 

The Truman administration accordingly welcomed the dramatic 
transformation in Britain’s colonial policy that followed accession of Att- 
lee in July 1945. Committing itself almost immediately to early indepen- 
dence for India and other Asian possessions, Attlee’s Labour government 
moved toward that goal, albeit haltingly, throughout 1945 and 1946. 
Pleased with what it viewed as a progressive and realistic policy, the Tru- 
man administration only occasionally prodded London during this pe- 
riod, suggesting politely that it might move more speedily and boldly. 
Such friendly advice, however, was invariably offered in a low-key man- 
ner; U.S. officials carefully shied away from the confrontations of the war 
years.!® 

Much to the delight of U.S. officials, in December 1946 Britain an- 
nounced its intention to grant independence to Burma and two months 
later publicly committed itself to full independence for India. Those de- 
cisions conformed perfectly with the U.S. vision of a peaceful and gradual 
evolution of southern Asia from colonialism to self-rule. Accordingly, 
Secretary of State George C. Marshall promptly congratulated the British 
for their statesmanship. In the hope that a gracious and orderly end to 
nearly two centuries of the British raj might have a catalytic effect on the 
French and the Dutch, Washington suggested several times that the Brit- 
ish accelerate their timetable for Indian independence. Although the rapid 
ascent of Mohammed Ali Jinnah’s Muslim League and the sheer com- 
plexity of the subcontinent’s communal problems perplexed U.S. observ- 
ers, the Truman administration supported Britain’s controversial deci- 
sion to create the independent Muslim state of Pakistan. American 
diplomats rejoiced at London’s decision to grant independence to India 
and Pakistan on 14 August 1947. Finally, it appeared, a European power 
had recognized its own enlightened self-interest. !” 
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Developments in Southeast Asia at this juncture evoked considerably 
less optimism. In Indochina, full-scale guerrilla warfare raged throughout 
1947. In Indonesia, the promising Linggadjati settlement, ratified by both 
parties in March 1947, collapsed shortly thereafter. Unwilling to ac- 
quiesce to nationalist demands for true independence, the Dutch, like the 
French, inexorably gravitated toward a military solution. Ignoring U.S. 
entreaties, on 20 July 1947 they suddenly launched a full-scale offensive 
against the Republic of Indonesia, quickly capturing substantial portions 
of the republic’s territory and presenting the United States—and the 
world—with a fait accompli. 

The United States viewed the colonial conflicts in Southeast Asia 
with alarm. To be sure, neither the French-Vietminh nor the Dutch- 
Indonesian struggle for power preoccupied the president or his senior 
advisers during the early cold-war years. With tension mounting between 
Washington and the Kremlin over such divisive areas as Eastern Europe, 
Germany, Iran, and Greece, top U.S. policy makers could hardly be ex- 
pected to devote much attention to hostilities in far-off Southeast Asia. 
But Indochina and Indonesia were inseparably linked to other, more cen- 
tral, concerns. The political and economic stabilization of Western Eu- 
rope (one of the leading postwar priorities for the United States) was 
intimately connected to the tumultuous developments in that region. A 
report prepared for President Truman in 1947 by the newly created Cen- 
tral Intelligence Agency emphasized this interrelationship. ‘Of important 
concern in relation to Western European recovery,” it noted, “‘is the ex- 
isting instability in colonial (or former colonial) areas upon the resources 
of which several European powers (the United Kingdom, France, and the 
Netherlands) have hitherto been customed to depend. .. . The continu- 
ance of unsettled conditions hinders economic recovery and causes a 
diversion of European strength into efforts to maintain or reimpose con- 
trol by force.”’!8 


The United States and Indonesian independence 


Given those interlocking concerns, it should not be surprising that, in the 
wake of the Dutch military action, the United States abandoned its hands- 
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off policy by offering its services as a mediator to the two parties. After 
failing to prevent the Dutch “police action” with its last-minute represen- 
tations, the Truman administration reasoned that U.S. mediation might 
at least limit the damage of that ill-conceived assault and perhaps bring 
both sides back to the negotiating table. Still, the United States proffered 
its good offices only after the governments of India and Australia had 
called formally for action by the United Nations Security Council. Fear- 
ing that international debate on the Dutch offensive would prove conten- 
tious, and might compromise as well its cherished neutrality stance, the 
United States sought to preempt United Nations intervention by its uni- 
lateral mediation offer. But Indonesian leaders, wary of Washington’s 
decidedly pro-Dutch orientation, opted instead for United Nations con- 
sideration, in effect rejecting the U.S. overture. Its initiative rebuffed, the 
Truman administration quickly shifted gears; if international involve- 
ment was unavoidable, then it would try both to limit and control the 
nature of that involvement. The subsequent action of the Security Coun- 
cil in forming a Good Offices Committee whose counsel would be strictly 
noncompulsory, with the United States in the strategic middle position 
on the three-nation grouping, well accommodated that new strategy.!? 

From the formation of the Good Offices Committee in October 1947 
to the establishment of a sovereign nationalist government on 27 Decem- 
ber 1949, the United States played a major, and ultimately decisive, role 
in the resolution of the Dutch-Indonesian conflict. The U.S.-sponsored 
Renville settlement of January 1948, signed on board a U.S. naval vessel 
after perceptible U.S. pressure on both sides, established a framework for 
a settlement. Much to the dismay of U.S. diplomats, the unilateral Dutch 
abrogation of that internationally sanctioned agreement in late 1948 cul- 
minated in their preemptive military offensive in December of that year. 
In response, the United States threatened to withhold its substantial eco- 
nomic and military assistance to the Netherlands unless the Dutch com- 
mitted themselves clearly and irrevocably to Indonesian independence. 
Recognizing the necessity of U.S. support, the Dutch relented. In April 
1949 they agreed to transfer sovereignty within months to an indepen- 
dent nationalist government. Before the close of the year they proved true 
to their word, although persistent U.S. pressure during the final negoti- 
ating stages was necessary to remove some lingering obstacles.”° 


'9For an extended discussion of these points, see McMahon, Colonialism and Cold War, 
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That U.S. policy smoothed the path toward Indonesian independence 
is indisputable. Probably more than any other factor, the application of 
direct U.S. economic pressure early in 1949 compelled the Dutch to relin- 
quish their prized colony. 

It must be emphasized, however, that U.S. support for the Indonesian 
Republic came only very slowly and with the greatest reluctance. Before 
the second Dutch military offensive, the actions of the Truman adminis- 
tration consistently bolstered the position of the Netherlands. The state- 
ments of U.S. spokesmen at the United Nations as well as the actions of 
U.S. representatives on the Good Offices Committee reflected that bias. 
Marshall Plan aid to the Netherlands, which began to flow in the spring 
of 1948, hopelessly compromised any remaining pretense to neutrality. 
“The practical effect of ECA [Economic Cooperation Administration] 
aid on the political conflict,” noted a State Department intelligence re- 
port in April 1948, “is to strengthen the economic, political, and military 
position of the Netherlands in Indonesia. ... Reactions to ECA grants 
by the Dutch and by the Indonesians show that this effect is clearly 
understood by both sides.”’*! 

The reason for this marked U.S. tilt toward the Netherlands lies in the 
European orientation of Truman’s foreign policy during this period. No 
initiatives during the early cold-war years were more important to the 
administration’s overall foreign policy objectives than the Marshall Plan 
and the North Atlantic Treaty Organization. Those programs, designed 
to rehabilitate and strengthen Western Europe in the face of a perceived 
global Soviet threat, were indispensable to the administration’s develop- 
ing strategy of containment. As Dutch support was important, if not cru- 
cial, to the success of both programs, the Truman administration care- 
fully avoided any rupture with its ally over the sensitive issue of colonial 
relations. The United States was not uncritical of Dutch policy, of course; 
it repeatedly urged the negotiation of an equitable settlement with the 
republic, pressured the Dutch to sign the Renville agreement, and warned 
against resorting to force before both police actions. Still, the administra- 
tion operated within certain clearly defined parameters. As the State De- 
partment instructed its representatives in Indonesia prior to the signing 
of the Renville agreement: The “‘Netherlands is [a] strong proponent [of] 
US policy in Europe. Dept believes that [the] stability [of the] present 
Dutch government would be seriously undermined if Netherlands fails to 
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retain very considerable stake in NEI and the political consequences of 
failure [of] present Dutch Govt would in all likelihood be prejudicial to 
US position in Western Europe.”? 

The sharp reversal in U.S. policy following the second Dutch police 
action occurred when it became clear to the administration that the new 
offensive jeopardized those European priorities. Appalled by the unilat- 
eral Dutch violation of an agreement backed by the United States, a vocal 
minority in Congress threatened to cut off funds to the European Recov- 
ery Program and block passage of the Atlantic pact in retaliation. The 
very cornerstone of the administration’s foreign policy thus appeared likely 
to unravel as a result of what many U.S. policy makers considered a 
foolishly anachronistic resort to military muscle. Consequently, Secretary 
of State Dean Acheson bluntly informed his Dutch counterpart in a cli- 
mactic meeting that an immediate change of policy would be essential 
for a continuance of U.S. economic support. “‘Money talked,” as one U.S. 
diplomat later recalled wryly.”? 

Asian considerations joined with these European ones to hasten the 
abrupt change in U.S. policy. Most important in this regard was the ab- 
ject failure of the Dutch to accomplish their military objectives. Months 
after the offensive began, guerrilla warfare in Java and Sumatra was in- 
tensifying, with Dutch forces actually on the retreat in some areas. A 
report by the National Security Council (NSC) predicted that the Dutch 
would prove unable to pacify the archipelago and in the process would 
likely strengthen the appeal of radical elements within the nationalist 
movement. Given the demonstrably moderate character of the Republic 
of Indonesia government, the NSC paper recommended that the admin- 
istration support Indonesian independence as “‘the only channel lying be- 
tween polarization and Stalinization.” Recognizing that support for na- 
tive self-rule would be “a difficult course,” the NSC nonetheless judged 
it necessary in order to develop “‘an effective counterforce to communism 
in the Far East leading eventually to the emergence of [Southeast Asia] as 
an integral part of the free world.’’** 
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The evolution of U.S. policy toward Indochina 


Ironically, a similar blend of European and Asian concerns, shaped, as in 
Indonesia, by the administration’s global strategy for containing the So- 
viet Union, prompted a sharply differentiated response to the Vietnamese 
struggle for independence. Until mid-1947 U.S. officials tended to view 
both of Southeast Asia’s colonial conflicts in broadly comparable terms. 
With the advent of the first Dutch police action, however, U.S. policy 
toward the two struggles began to diverge markedly. The Truman ad- 
ministration inserted itself actively into the Indonesian imbroglio at that 
juncture while clinging to its hands-off posture in Indochina. Cautious 
optimism toward the prospects for a settlement in the Indies helps ex- 
plain the adoption of an active U.S. policy toward that dispute; senior 
officials were far less sanguine about the possibility of a breakthrough in 
the French-Vietminh war. As Secretary of State Marshall conceded in a 
cable to the U.S. embassy in Paris early in 1947, the United States simply 
had “no solution of [the] problem to suggest.”*° In addition, United Na- 
tions consideration of the Indonesian question added a significant new 
dimension to that conflict. With the issue suddenly thrust before the world 
community, continuing American noninvolvement became increasingly 
untenable. By exercising its veto in the Security Council, France could, of 
course, easily circumvent any proposed international mediation of its co- 
lonial difficulties.?° 
The fact that Ho Chi Minh and many of his key advisers were avowed 
communists greatly exacerbated the U.S. policy dilemma in Indochina. 
Although U.S. diplomats privately acknowledged on numerous occasions 
that the French, like the Dutch, were guilty of “a dangerously outmoded 
colonial outlook and method,” support for a communist-led nationalist 
movement was virtually unthinkable. To be sure, some Asian specialists 
in the State Department bravely advanced the thesis that Ho might emerge 
as an “‘Asian Tito.”” But such speculation, however prescient it might 
appear in retrospect, never was seriously considered by top administra- 
tion planners. ‘It should be obvious,” Marshall emphasized in a review 
of U.S. policy options, “that we are not interested in seeing colonial em- 
pire administrations supplanted by [a] philosophy and political organi- 
25 Marshall to the embassy in France, 3 February 1947, FRUS, 1947, VI, 67-68. 
6 For a comparison of U.S. policy toward Indochina and Indonesia during these years, see 
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zation directed from and controlled by [the] Kremlin.” Implicitly, he and 
other leading officials assumed that all local communists were allied with, 
and served the interests of, the Soviet Union.?” 

With the intensification of the cold war in the late 1940s, the Truman 
administration desperately explored alternatives in Indochina. Its di- 
lemma proved daunting. The “Asian Tito” option never attracted high- 
level support; at the same time, official approval of France’s misguided 
efforts to return to the days of imperial glory appealed to only the mcst 
hopelessly uncritical Francophiles in the State Department. Yet most ad- 
ministration planners viewed some settlement as essential. The colonial 
war in Indochina was draining France’s economy, thereby significantly 
curtailing its contribution to European recovery. U.S. officials often ac- 
knowledged with embarrassment, moreover, that Marshall Plan support 
was indirectly underwriting France’s attempted suppression of Vietnam- 
ese nationalism.”* 

In the absence of any other clear alternatives, by early 1949 the Tru- 
man administration gradually acquiesced in France’s so-called Bao Dai 
solution. That effort to create a non-communist nationalist alternative 
under the aegis of Bao Dai, emperor of Annam under the former French 
and Japanese colonial regimes, raised modest hopes in Washington. Those 
hopes were tempered, of course, by the realization that the much- 
maligned playboy emperor was a weak reed upon which to base a policy. 
Nonetheless, his emergence seemed to presage a softening in France’s 
hard-line colonial policy, and by this time Washington was convinced 
that a French military victory was unattainable. 

As a result, the Truman administration swallowed its misgivings and 
publicly backed the Elysée Agreement of June 1949, which called, albeit 
vaguely, for the transfer of authority to a nationalist government in Viet- 
nam under Bao Dai’s leadership. On 7 February 1950, the United States 
formally recognized the puppet Bao Dai government, along with the 
Kingdoms of Laos and Cambodia, as independent states within the French 
Union. The State Department, perhaps in an act of wishful thinking, called 
U.S. recognition “‘consistent with our fundamental policy of giving sup- 
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port to the peaceful and democratic evolution of dependent peoples toward 
self-government and independence.”’”? On 8 May, the United States qui- 
etly announced the extension of military assistance to Bao Dai—and the 
French—beginning an ultimately tragic involvement in Indochina. The 
next month, after the outbreak of war in Korea, the Truman administra- 
tion deepened that commitment.°° 

The evolution of the Truman administration’s policy toward Indo- 
china from strict noninvolvement to unconditional support for the French 
can be understood only within the context of a deepening cold war. As 
relations with the Soviet Union deteriorated steadily during the early 
postwar years, Truman and his advisers groped for an explanation of 
Soviet behavior. By late 1946, they became convinced that the ambitions 
of America’s former partner in the Grand Alliance were limitless and 
that the threat posed to U.S. security by that inherently expansionistic 
state and its revolutionary ideology was unprecedented. In response, for 
the first time in its history the United States sought to formulate and 
execute an integrated global foreign policy. The intensification of the cold 
war in Europe during 1948 and 1949—with the Soviet coup in Czecho- 
slovakia, the Berlin crisis, and the formation of NATO and the Warsaw 
Pact—heightened fears of outright military confrontation between the 
two superpowers. The successful detonation of a Soviet atomic bomb in 
mid-1949, followed quickly by the decisive victory of Mao Tse-tung’s 
communists in China, underscored for Truman administration planners 
the gravity of the international situation.>! 

Viewed against that backdrop, the continuing hostilities in Indochina 
took on new significance. Leading U.S. policy makers increasingly saw 
the French effort there as part of the West’s worldwide struggle to con- 
tain communist expansion. That Ho Chi Minh’s forces had indigenous 
roots was incontestable but also largely irrelevant. What was important 
was the communist character of the nationalist movement—and the firm 
resolve of U.S. officials in the wake of Mao’s shattering successes to pre- 
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vent yet another triumph for the forces of international communism. “‘If 
Southeast Asia is also swept by communism,” an NSC paper of Decem- 
ber 1949 warned, ‘‘we shall have suffered a major political rout, the 
repercussions of which will be felt throughout the world. . . . It is now 
clear that Southeast Asia is the target for a coordinated offensive directed 
by the Kremlin.” 

The tendency to view all local disorder through the prism of East-West 
conflict was reinforced by the outbreak of war on the Korean peninsula 
in June 1950. Although historians still debate the amazingly complex 
origins of that conflict, the Truman administration determined with re- 
markable alacrity that it represented a new stage in the aggressive designs 
of a Soviet-directed world communist movement. Consequently, only three 
days after the fighting broke out in Korea, Truman publicly announced 
four major decisions: U.S. forces would be sent to Korea; the U.S. Sev- 
enth Fleet would be dispatched to the Taiwan Strait; and increased aid 
would be provided to help the French combat the Vietminh and to help 
the Philippine government suppress the Huk insurgency. The implication 
of Truman’s decisions is unmistakable. The enemy in Korea, Taiwan, 
Indochina, and the Philippines, in the administration’s view, was the same: 
a unified, Kremlin-directed communist movement. Subtleties and shad- 
ings were lost in the rush to adopt a more active policy. The cold war in 
Asia had been joined.*? 


U.S. relations with South Asia 


The inclination to view Asian affairs within an East-West context, a ten- 
dency greatly accentuated by the victory of the Chinese communists and 
the onset of the Korean War, also exerted a profound influence on U.S. 
relations with South Asia. Initially, the Truman administration accorded 


32For the full text of this important statement of policy, NSC 48/2, dated 30 December 
1949, see FRUS, 1949, VII, Part 2, 1215-20. Among the most incisive studies of the 
evolution of American strategy in the Far East during this period are John L. Gaddis, 
“Korea in American Politics, Strategy, and Diplomacy, 1945-50,” in Nagai and Iriye, 
eds., The Origins of the Cold War in Asia, 277-98; Thomas H. Etzold, ‘“‘The Far East in 
American Strategy, 1948-1951,” in Etzold, ed., Aspects of Sino-American Relations Since 
1784 (New York: New Viewpoints, 1978), 102-26; William W. Stueck, Jr., The Road 
to Confrontation: American Policy Toward China and Korea (Chapel Hill: University of 
North Carolina Press, 1981); Michael S. Schaller, ‘Securing the Great Crescent: Occu- 
pied Japan and the Origins of Containment in Southeast Asia,” Journal of American 
History 69 (September 1982): 392-414. 

33 For the latest scholarly assessments of the Korean War and its origins, see Bruce Cumings, 
ed., Child of Conflict: The Korean-American Relationship, 1943-1953 (Seattle: Univer- 
sity of Washington Press, 1983). 


356 ROBERT J. MCMAHON 


a low priority to the new nations of India and Pakistan. More pressing 
international flash points left Truman and his advisers little time to spend 
on those struggling young countries. The subcontinent, after all, had long 
been within the British sphere of influence, and, in the view of many U.S. 
experts, would probably remain there indefinitely. Even during the im- 
mediate postpartition period, however, American officials invariably 
measured the two new nations in terms of their potential contribution to 
larger cold-war priorities.>* 
Judged by that critical litmus test, India attracted far more attention 
than Pakistan. U.S. officials routinely speculated that India, with its vig- 
orous leadership, rich natural resources, and vast size and population, 
was destined to play a major role on the world stage. They viewed Paki- 
stan, in sharp contrast, as an anomalous creation whose ultimate survival 
was much in doubt. The U.S. chargé in Karachi reported in October 1947 
that Pakistan’s problems were so overwhelming they had already “as- 
sumed such proportions as to threaten the very existence of the new 
State.”35 Some American specialists considered Pakistan’s eventual ab- 
sorption into India to be a strong possibility.>° 
At the same time, other officials speculated that Pakistan might have 
considerable strategic value. That view, which found resonance espe- 
cially in the military and intelligence communities, was based on 
two principal considerations: Pakistan’s contiguous border with the 
Soviet Union, and hence the desirability of establishing air bases and 
intelligence-gathering facilities there, and Pakistan’s proximity to the Per- 
sian Gulf, and hence its potential role in the defense of Middle East oil 
fields.°” 
The predominant view within the administration during the late 1940s, 
however, held that India was by far the larger and more valuable diplo- 
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matic prize in South Asia. The deepening cold war and the imminent 
success of the communist revolution in China tended to reinforce such 
thinking. “India,” the CIA concluded in July 1949, was ‘“‘a major Asiatic 
power” and was “alone in a position to compete with Chinese Commu- 
nism for hegemony in Southeast Asia.”3® Leading administration plan- 
ners indeed hoped that India would soon emerge not only as the principal 
ideological rival to China but as a bulwark against further communist 
expansion on the Asian mainland. 

With the steady collapse of the Chinese Nationalists providing a dra- 
matic backdrop, Indian Prime Minister Jawaharlal Nehru made his first 
official visit to the United States in October 1949. “There is no person- 
ality more important for the United States today than Pandit Nehru,” 
wrote influential columnist Dorothy Thompson. “Every American word 
and gesture during Mr. Nehru’s visit,” she predicted, “will have reper- 
cussions from the Middle East to East and South Asia and Southern Af- 
rica. It is a diplomatic event of the most far reaching consequences.’”*? 
Many U.S. policy makers agreed; the establishment of the People’s Re- 
public of China earlier that month, they reasoned, rendered India crucial 
to the containment of communism in Asia. “Mr. Nehru,” emphasized 
Secretary of State Acheson in a memorandum for the president, “is today 
and will probably continue to be for some time the dominant political 
figure in Asia.”’*° Philip Jessup, Acheson’s close adviser, called Nehru 
“outstandingly the most vital and influential person for the accomplish- 
ment of U.S. objectives in Asia.”*! Although some policy makers sought 
to temper official expectations with the caveat that Nehru’s trip was pri- 
marily intended as an educational one, the deceptively attractive notion 
that India now was the “cornerstone” or “fulcrum” of U.S. policy in Asia 
was difficult to suppress.‘ 

Given such unrealistically lofty expectations, it is difficult to judge the 
Nehru visit as anything less than a serious setback for U.S. plans. Al- 
though Nehru’s meetings with Truman, Acheson, and other leading 
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American officials were unfailingly courteous, they yielded little of sub- 
stance. Instead, they revealed quite starkly that on numerous critical in- 
ternational issues Nehru’s views diverged fundamentally from those of 
the Americans. Nehru refused to budge from his policy of nonalignment, 
disagreed with his hosts on the nature of the Soviet threat, revealed his 
intention to recognize the new communist government in China at the 
earliest possible opportunity, and insisted that colonialism, not commu- 
nism, was the gravest danger to world peace.** 

On these and other issues U.S.-Indian relations foundered in the after- 
math of Nehru’s American tour. Reporting from New Delhi in April 1950, 
Ambassador Loy Henderson decried the “steadily increasing” Indian 
“feelings of unfriendliness” toward the United States. Not only were there 
major philosophical differences about foreign policy, but also he noted 
India’s deep resentment about Washington’s unwillingness to provide it 
with sufficient levels of economic assistance. India’s friendly relations with 
China, its muted criticism of the Soviet Union, its lack of support for the 
United States during the United Nations debates on the Korean War, its 
uncooperative policies toward Indochina and Japan, and the tangled fi- 
nancial aid question all managed to heighten tensions between the two 
democracies. The same U.S. officials who had expressed so much hope 
for India on the eve of the Nehru visit could express little more than 
dismay in the months following the outbreak of war in Korea. The steady 
deterioration in relations between Washington and New Delhi so alarmed 
the British Foreign Office that in September 1950 a senior British diplo- 
mat remarked to his American counterparts that U.S.-Indian differences 
“constituted a running sore.’’*4 

Pakistan, in marked contrast, largely supported U.S. positions on world 
affairs during this period. Prime Minister Liaquat Ali Khan visited Wash- 
ington in May 1950 (after the United States persuaded him to cancel a 
scheduled visit to Moscow) and proclaimed Pakistan’s resolve “to throw 
all her weight to help the maintenance of stability in Asia.”” Although the 


43 Memorandum of conversation between Truman and Nehru, 13 October 1949, FRUS, 
1949, VI, 1750-52; memorandum of conversation between Nehru and Acheson, 12 Oc- 
tober 1949, 845.021/10-1249, DSR; memorandum of conversation among Nehru, 
Acheson, Jessup, and others, 19 October 1949, FRUS, 1949, VI, 1752-56; Howard 
Donovan (Chargé, New Delhi) to the State Department, 26 October 1949, 845.002/10— 
2659, DSR; Sarvepalli Gopal, Jawaharlal Nehru: A Biography, vol. Il, 1947-1956 (Cam- 
bridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1979), 59-64. 

44 Henderson to the State Department, 12 April 1950, FRUS, 1950, V, 1461-63; Acheson 
to the U.S. embassy in India, 21 April 1950, ibid., 1464-66; Record of Informal U.S.- 
U.K. Discussions, 18 September 1950, ibid., 202-03. 


Toward a post-colonial order 359 


trip had been planned hastily in an effort to balance Nehru’s visit, U.S. 
policy makers found themselves quite favorably impressed with the Pak- 
istani leader’s positions on major international issues and especially with 
his implied inclination to align his nation with the West. The contrast 
with Nehru’s performance—as Liaquat well understood—could not have 
been much sharper. Unlike India, moreover, Pakistan supported the United 
States during the United Nations debates over Korea and during the sub- 
sequent negotiation of a Japanese peace treaty, thus serving to highlight 
even more starkly the differences between the two countries’ interna- 
tional orientation. 

By 1951, a major test of the developing relationship between Wash- 
ington and Karachi had emerged: Pakistan’s interest in purchasing large 
quantities of U.S. military equipment. The Pakistanis were insistent on 
this point. In one emotional exchange with a State Department represen- 
tative, a Pakistani diplomat exclaimed that the failure to acquire arms 
from the West would lead to grave problems for his government and 
might eventually force Pakistan to turn away from the West.*¢ 

The Truman administration found itself deeply divided on this ques- 
tion. The arguments against a favorable response to the Pakistanis were 
compelling: A major arms deal would inevitably alienate India which, 
despite its uncooperative policies, was still by far the larger, stronger, and 
more influential power; moreover, such a deal could easily jeopardize 
Washington’s neutrality on the increasingly acrimonious Kashmir dis- 
pute. In addition, a large wheat loan to India in June 1951 and the ap- 
pointment of the popular and energetic Chester Bowles as ambassador 
to India later that year seemed to signify a thaw in U.S.-Indian relations. 
At the same time, there were some equally important geopolitical factors 
to weigh. Pakistan had expressed its unequivocal desire to cooperate with 
the West—a tempting offer, given the anti-Western inclinations of so many 
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Third World areas. Furthermore, as noted earlier, certain important ele- 
ments within the U.S. government had long held that Pakistan potentially 
represented a major strategic asset. Air Force Chief of Staff Hoyt Van- 
denberg told Bowles in September 1951, before Bowles left for New Delhi, 
“We are going to give you some trouble out there in India because we 
have our eyes on bases in Pakistan.”’ The administration’s growing con- 
centration on the defense of the Middle East at this time served to under- 
score Pakistan’s strategic value.*” 

The latter factor was crucial. By early 1951, with a hot war raging in 
Korea and crises brewing in Iran and Egypt, the defense of the Middle 
East was rapidly emerging as a high-level priority for the Truman admin- 
istration, and Pakistan’s possible role in such a defense was assuming 
singular importance. On 2 April 1951, during a meeting in London with 
British Foreign Office representatives, Assistant Secretary of State for Near 
Eastern, South Asian, and African Affairs George C. McGhee noted that 
Pakistan’s contribution “would probably be the decisive factor in ensur- 
ing defense of the area.” The British agreed, indicating their belief that 
the defense of the Near East was “probably not possible without the 
effective support of Pakistan.” Both American and British officials ap- 
plauded Pakistan’s well-trained army, martial tradition, strategic loca- 
tion, and eagerness to cooperate with the West. On 2 May, McGhee 
underscored these points during a meeting at the Pentagon. “‘With Paki- 
stan, the Middle East could be defended,” he stated flatly. “Without Pak- 
istan, I don’t see any way to defend the Middle East.”’** 

Accordingly, throughout 1951 and 1952 the Truman administration 
wrestled with various plans for ensuring the defense of the Middle East, 
almost all of which included some form of Pakistani participation. After 
the proposed Middle East Command met determined resistance in late 
1951 from Egypt and certain other Arab states, U.S.-sponsored regional 
defense efforts shifted to the so-called Middle East Defense Organization 
(MEDO). Well aware that the price of Pakistani cooperation would likely 
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be U.S. military assistance, in March 1952 the Defense Department en- 
tered into preliminary negotiations with Pakistani representatives regard- 
ing the feasibility of such an arms deal. The Truman administration came 
to an end, however, before plans for a MEDO were completed and be- 
fore plans for a military assistance pact with Pakistan had advanced be- 
yond the talking stage. Once again, fears of an adverse Indian reaction 


gave the administration pause in consummating the controversial arms 
deal.*? 


Frustrations in Southeast Asia 


The Truman administration’s failed efforts to enlist India in the contain- 
ment umbrella and its flirtation with a Pakistani arms pact were mirrored 
in its search for reliable partners in Southeast Asia. In Indonesia, as in 
India, that search proved counterproductive. Following independence, 
relations between Washington and Djakarta appeared to be based on a 
firm foundation; certainly U.S. support for Indonesian independence, al- 
though belated, created an immense reservoir of goodwill. The rapid U.S. 
provision of much-needed economic, technical, and military assistance to 
the new government seemed to foreshadow an era of deepening ties be- 
tween the United States and Southeast Asia’s largest country. The Tru- 
man administration’s interest in Indonesia was quite explicit, as Acheson 
informed Truman in January 1950: “The loss of Indonesia to the Com- 
munists would deprive the United States of an area of the highest politi- 
cal, economic and strategic importance.”*° 
Those cold-war considerations were of course accentuated after the 
onset of the Korean War. Consequently, the United States sought on var- 
ious occasions to enlist Indonesia within a contemplated U.S. alliance 
system in Asia. When the administration began discussing the prospects 
for a Pacific defense pact in 1950, Indonesia was regularly touted as a 
possible participant. Unfortunately for U.S. planners, Indonesia’s deter- 
mination to pursue a self-styled “active and independent’ foreign policy 
clashed with any plans for aligning it with the West. Thus in October 
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1950 Indonesian officials informed the United States that they were un- 
willing to accept military assistance under the Mutual Defense Assistance 
Program, because such aid would clearly imply taking sides in the cold 
war. In a particularly ill-conceived initiative, the United States tried none- 
theless to conclude just such a pact with Indonesia in December 1951 
only to have a preliminary agreement rejected as a violation of funda- 
mental nationalist values. As a result of this incident, the West-leaning 
government of Prime Minister Sukiman, the most pro-American of In- 
donesia’s early leaders, was toppled from power and nationalist resent- 
ment of U.S. machinations rose sharply. Coupled with the Truman ad- 
ministration’s deference to the Netherlands on the supercharged issue of 
West New Guinea’s ultimate disposition, the fall of the Sukiman cabinet 
increasingly strained the relations between Washington and Djakarta.>! 
The continuing quagmire in Indochina, meanwhile, proved even more 
disheartening to the Truman administration. It faced an unusually cruel 
predicament there. Without U.S. assistance the French position was likely 
to collapse; as a result, the communists would gain a foothold in South- 
east Asia. Nearly all senior U.S. policy makers viewed this prospect as 
constituting a decisive cold-war defeat. Consequently, the administration 
inexorably deepened its commitment to the French. Following the initial 
aid decision of May 1950, Truman announced stepped-up deliveries, and 
he increased aid after the Korean War began. By late 1950 the United 
States had committed $133 million in aid to the French. Military reverses 
led the Truman administration in June 1952 to advance an additional 
$150 million in military assistance. Yet, despite this substantial U.S. com- 
mitment, the administration remained pessimistic about ultimate French 
prospects for concluding the war successfully. Only promises of in- 
creased autonomy for Vietnamese nationalists could reverse the unfavor- 
able trend, U.S. officials believed, but the French proved absolutely in- 
transigent on that point. Acheson conceded that the United States might 
ultimately “lose out” if it supported France’s “‘old-fashioned colonial at- 
titudes,” but he was unwilling to exert pressure on a key European ally. 
Not only did the French often threaten to withdraw from Indochina en- 
tirely when subjected to what they viewed as unwarranted U.S. meddling, 
but their support was critical to the high-priority European Defense 
Community initiative, demonstrating once again how European interests 
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could override Asian interests. Thus Truman left office with the United 
States deeply embroiled in a colonial conflict, supporting approximately 
40 percent of the French effort, with the military prospects poor, the 


political prospects worse, and the chances of a complete collapse growing 
daily.°? 


Conclusion 


On the most basic level, Truman left to his successors a legacy of deep- 
ening American involvement in the affairs of South and Southeast Asia. 
The growing American stake in those regions was, by the time the Ko- 
rean War had ended, inseparably linked to America’s global effort to 
contain Soviet communist expansion. Given the veritable explosion in 
U.S. economic power and perceived strategic needs during World War II, 
some wider concern with developments in colonial Asia was probably 
inevitable. Political unrest and economic instability in those areas, more- 
over, had a direct and immediate bearing on the economic rehabilitation 
of Western Europe, a policy goal of commanding significance to the United 
States. It was the cold war, however, that lent force and urgency to U.S. 
diplomatic objectives in South and Southeast Asia. And it was the cold 
war that hopelessly distorted U.S. perceptions of the revolutionary forces 
that were rapidly transforming those regions. 

Viewed on its own terms, the Truman administration’s record in South 
and Southeast Asia is a mixed one. Despite its high hopes and vigorous 
efforts, the administration clearly proved unable to construct bastions of 
anticommunism in those regions. Nor with a widening conflict raging in 
Indochina can it be said that the administration achieved the order and 
stability that it so desperately sought. Yet Truman and his advisers could 
boast that none of the newly emerging nations of South and Southeast 
Asia—Vietnam excluded—had embraced communism, and none of those 
nations was gravitating toward the Soviet bloc. The neutralist inclina- 
tions of India and Indonesia deeply disturbed U.S. policy makers, to be 
sure; it can be argued, however, that both nations remained on friendlier 
terms with Washington than with Moscow and Peking. As Truman’s 
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tenure in office came to a close, the prestige and influence of the United 
States were substantially higher than those of the Soviet Union or China 
in nearly all the newly independent nations of southern Asia. Using the 
barometer of cold-war loyalties, then, the administration’s record can 
perhaps be called moderately successful. 

A broader perspective, however, is in order here. The eruption of na- 
tionalist movements in South and Southeast Asia following World War 
II was a historical development of truly epic proportions. The process of 
decolonization, in which the peoples of southern Asia took such a leading 
role, must rank among the most profound and far-reaching develop- 
ments in modern world history. Certainly, Asian nationalist stirrings cre- 
ated numerous new problems and opportunities for U.S. policy makers. 
Consequently, one critical element in any overall assessment of the Tru- 
man administration’s policies in southern Asia must be its response to 
the nationalist challenge. 

Viewed from that perspective, those policies appear both ineffective 
and short-sighted. Certainly, one can argue that the administration de- 
serves credit for helping to bring about the relatively peaceful transition 
from colonialism to independence. That so many nations could achieve 
independence within so short a period of time and with so little blood- 
shed is at least in part a tribute to the constructive role played by the 
United States. U.S. support for Indonesia’s independence is perhaps its 
most striking accomplishment in this regard, although the Truman ad- 
ministration’s quiet role in helping to speed independence for India, Pak- 
istan, Burma, and Ceylon should not be overlooked. 

The subordination of all other diplomatic goals by 1949—50 to a global 
geopolitical strategy for containing the Soviet Union, however, largely 
negated those positive accomplishments. Thus by the early 1950s, efforts 
to align India and Indonesia with the West led to strained relations with 
both new countries. The administration’s consideration of a military as- 
sistance pact with Pakistan promised to cement relations with the world’s 
largest Muslim nation but only at an enormous cost. And in Indochina 
the administration had committed itself to a cause that increasingly ap- 
peared doomed. 

These policy failures stemmed from a common cause: a tendency to 
overlook the historical roots of local and regional developments in the 
rush to strengthen America’s global defense posture vis-a-vis the Soviet 
Union. The revolutionary changes in southern Asia were thus seen through 
the invariably distorting lens of East-West conflict. Perhaps the supreme 
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irony of the Truman administration’s efforts to “contain” southern Asia 
is that they ultimately contributed to the region’s instability, thus unwit- 
tingly undermining the very diplomatic goal that they were designed to 
achieve. 
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Occupied Japan and the cold war in Asia 


JOHN W. DOWER 


When Harry Truman succeeded Franklin Roosevelt as president in April 
1945, the United States had just begun the systematic, low-level satura- 
tion bombing of Japanese cities. In the third month of his administration, 
the new president received word of the nuclear test at Alamogordo, thought 
immediately of biblical prophesies of the apocalypse, and immediately 
approved the use of the atomic bombs against Japan. As he phrased it in 
his belatedly discovered “Potsdam diary,” written at the time he learned 
about the successful test, the Japanese were “savages, ruthless, merciless 
and fanatic.” In a personal letter written a few days after Hiroshima and 
Nagasaki had been destroyed, the president explained that ‘“‘when you 
have to deal with a beast you have to treat him as a beast.” Following 
Japan’s capitulation in mid-August 1945, the United States occupied the 
country as the overwhelmingly dominant force in a nominally “Allied” 
occupation and proceeded to initiate a rigorous policy of “demilitariza- 
tion and democratization.””! 

Less than five years later, the Truman administration had identified 
Japan as the key to the balance of power in Asia—and Asia as capable of 
tipping the global balance in the direction of the Soviet Union. Before the 
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outbreak of the Korean War on 25 June 1950, Okinawa had been taken 
over as the key U.S. nuclear base in the Far East, the runways on airfields 
in Japan were being lengthened to accommodate the newest U.S. heavy 
bombers, policy toward occupied Japan had shifted from reform to eco- 
nomic reconstruction, plans were in the air to promote Japanese produc- 
tion of capital goods including military items for export, and the United 
States was urging Japan to rearm. In addition, policy makers in Washing- 
ton were in general agreement on the urgent need to integrate Japan and 
Southeast Asia with one another economically and militarily, as part of 
a “great crescent” of anti-communist containment in Asia. As a number 
of contemporary observers noted, some wryly and some bitterly, the 
Americans seemed to be dusting off Japan’s plans of the 1930s and early 
1940s to integrate the southern areas in a great “‘co-prosperity sphere,” 
which had brought World War II to Asia in the first place. 

In September 1951, the United States and forty-seven other nations 
signed a nonrestrictive and relatively brief treaty of peace with Japan in 
San Francisco, thereby (pending ratification by home governments) for- 
mally ending the state of war between the Allied Powers and Japan. Si- 
multaneously, as the essential quid pro quo for this “generous” peace 
treaty on the part of the United States, a bilateral United States-Japan 
Mutual Security Agreement was signed, permitting the maintenance of 
U.S. bases throughout sovereign Japan and anticipating future substan- 
tial Japanese rearmament. Because of this de facto military rider, the So- 
viet Union did not sign the peace treaty. Furthermore, because of dis- 
agreements among the Allies concerning policy toward China, neither the 
People’s Republic of China nor the Chinese Nationalist regime ensconced 
in Taiwan were invited to the peace conference. In the months following 
the San Francisco conference, however, while Japan remained occupied, 
the conservative government of Shigeru Yoshida was effectively pres- 
sured into signing a bilateral peace treaty with the Chinese Nationalists 
and adhering to the U.S. policy of isolating and economically strangling 
communist China. In April 1952—ninety months after the end of World 
War II in Asia—the occupation of Japan formally ended and Japan reen- 
tered the global arena as the key U.S. ally in Asia. 

At the time the occupation ended, it seemed to most observers, cer- 
tainly on the Japanese side, to have been an unduly prolonged affair. 
Indeed, one of the major arguments in Washington for restoring sover- 
eignty to Japan was that further delay would simply erode Japanese 
goodwill toward the United States and increase the possibility of Japan’s 
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sliding toward the Soviet Union. In retrospect, of course, we are inclined 
to weigh time differently and see this as a relatively short period in which 
momentous changes took place. In retrospect, too, it is also now appar- 
ent that Japan, less than seven years after sacrificing more than 2 million 
of its citizens and losing an empire, was about to embark on a period of 
accelerated economic growth that was actually facilitated by war: by 
breakthroughs in technology and labor skills that came about in mobiliz- 
ing for “total war” beginning in the 1930s; by the destruction of old 
industrial plants in the U.S. air raids of 1944 and 1945, which paved the 
way for factory reconstruction at more modern and rational levels after 
1945; by the stimulation that the Japanese economy received from war- 
related “special procurements” and “‘new special procurements” by the 
United States after the outbreak of the Korean War in 1950; and by the 
fact that the U.S. policy of incorporating Japan economically as well as 
militarily into a new Pax Americana in Asia also involved giving Japanese 
industrialists fairly generous access to U.S. licenses and patents. 

This transformation from “savage” enemy to “freedom-loving” ally 
was breathtaking in many ways. It was not necessarily conceptually or 
psychologically disorienting to most Americans, however, because much 
of the basic rhetoric of the World War II years was simply reassigned. 
The communists were now portrayed as the savages who were conspiring 
to conquer the world (U.S. wartime propaganda had insisted not merely 
that Japan’s goal was world conquest but that the Japanese had a “100- 
year plan” for accomplishing this). More peculiar to the Asian context, 
the Japanese now donned the “democratic, business-oriented” character- 
istics that had been assigned to America’s wartime Chinese allies, while 
the Chinese, as communists, suddenly became inherently treacherous and 
fanatic, robotlike and antlike. The communist Chinese also absorbed much 
of the racist “Yellow Peril” animosity that had been directed against the 
Japanese enemy during World War II—now with the overlay, of course, 
of the “Red Peril’ as well. 

Even before the Truman administration ended, it was apparent that 
Japan was the only place in postwar Asia where U.S. policy could reason- 
ably claim success. Judged on its own terms, the occupation had been 
unexpectedly amicable; and despite the so-called reverse course that marked 
the shift in U.S. policies from reform to rehabilitation of Japan as a cold- 
war ally, many of the initial democratic reforms remained intact. The 
government of Japan was conservative and staunchly anti-communist. 
And with the conspicuous exception of the left-wing parties and a good 


Occupied Japan and the cold war in Asia 369 


portion of the intelligentsia, who opposed the dilution of reformism and 
abandonment of the early ideals of demilitarization and neutrality, the 
Japanese people as a whole also appeared to look favorably on the United 
States. When Americans looked at the rest of Asia—at China, Korea, and 
Southeast Asia—Japan could not help but bring a sigh of relief. By com- 
parison with the Soviet presence in Eastern Europe, moreover, Japan could 
be held up as a model of enlightened ‘‘free world” occupation policies. 

Until perhaps the end of the 1960s, Western scholarship on U.S. policy 
toward Japan during the Truman administration tended to dwell on these 
positive accomplishments and was characterized by several lines of em- 
phasis. The focus was on the occupation of Japan per se and, within this 
frame, on the positive American contribution to “democratization.” The 
occupation was presented as a model of enlightened red-white-and-blue 
“social engineering,” as suggested by the title of the most popular book 
on the subject, Kazuo Kawai’s Japan’s American Interlude, first pub- 
lished in 1960. The “‘reverse course” was not greatly emphasized (except 
as a necessary way of preserving the democratic reforms by stabilizing 
the economy), and the decision to remilitarize Japan was presented largely 
as a response to a Soviet threat to Japan and Asia. Because Japanese 
rearmament, the decision to maintain post-treaty U.S. bases in Japan, 
and the policy of trilateral linkage among Japan, Southeast Asia, and the 
United States all emerged as formal public policies after the outbreak of 
the Korean War, it was generally implied that they were responses to that 
conflict. 

More recent scholarship on this period, in Japan as well as in the 
English-speaking countries, has by no means denied the “‘democratiza- 
tion” that occurred in postsurrender Japan, but in general it has taken a 
different tack in approaching occupied Japan as history. In good part, 
the revised approach derives from the opening of the U.S. archives on 
this period, along with a wealth of private papers, reminiscences, oral 
histories, and the like. To some extent, the new approaches also reflect 
the questions asked by a younger and more skeptical generation of schol- 
ars in the United States, who began to do archival work on early postwar 
U.S. policy in the wake of the Vietnam War. To risk some grand gener- 
alizations, it can be said that recent scholarship on U.S. policy toward 
Japan in the late 1940s and early 1950s (1) gives greater emphasis to the 
Japanese contribution to developments in occupied Japan, positive as well 
as negative, and at the popular as well as official levels; (2) is more atten- 
tive to the contribution of “‘middle-echelon leadership” on both the U.S. 
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and the Japanese sides, as well as to the influence of special-interest groups; 
(3) places U.S. policy toward occupied Japan firmly in the context of U.S. 
global policy; (4) traces almost all key strategic policies (such as Japanese 
remilitarization, U.S. bases in sovereign Japan, and integration of Japan 
and Southeast Asia) to before the Korean War; (5) emphasizes the eco- 
nomic as well as military considerations in U.S. planning for Asia (such 
as the “dollar gap” crisis of the late 1940s); (6) deemphasizes the fear of 
a direct Soviet attack on Japan on the part of U.S. planners while elevat- 
ing the importance assigned to Japan in balance-of-power thinking; and 
(7) calls attention to some of the more hysterical U.S. proposals for Japan 
that emerged after the outbreak of the Korean War, such as the demand 
for a Japanese army of at least 300,000 men and the anticipation that 
Japan should and would soon emerge as an arsenal of select military 
items for non-communist Asia. 

The implications of such interpretations are substantial. For example, 
the repressive aspects of the reverse course within the Japanese body pol- 
itic have become more apparent to Western students and scholars. (They 
have always been emphasized in Japanese writings on the period.) Also, 
the fundamentally benign picture of Japan’s being remilitarized in re- 
sponse to mounting tensions in Asia is called into question, because it is 
now apparent that the U.S. policy toward Japan also contributed to ten- 
sion and confrontation in Asia in particular and in the cold war in gen- 
eral, especially from 1949 on (that is, before the Korean War and even 
before the Sino-Soviet pact of February 1950, which is often cited as 
evidence of the hostile intentions of the communist powers). Perhaps the 
single most concrete and consequential point that emerges from the re- 
cently opened archives is the extent to which, by the early 1950s, U.S. 
planners had come to see Japan and Southeast Asia as inseparable parts 
of the containment strategy. Southeast Asia needed the Japanese “‘work- 
shop,” it was argued, but even more significantly Japan needed secure 
access to the markets and raw materials of Southeast Asia, especially if it 
was not going to be allowed to reestablish intimate economic relations 
with China. When postwar U.S. policy toward Asia is examined from 
this perspective, Japan emerges as the greatest “domino” of all well be- 
fore the Geneva Conference of 1954. It is now apparent that the initial 
U.S. commitment to counterrevolution in Southeast Asia, which eventu- 
ally proved so tragic, cannot be fully understood without taking Japan 
into account.” 


? An excellent annotated guide to the earlier literature is Robert E. Ward and Frank Joseph 
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Footnote continued from preceding page: 

Shulman, eds., The Allied Occupation of Japan, 1945-1952: An Annotated Bibliography 
of Western-Language Materials (Chicago: American Library Association, 1974). Shulman 
also compiled a listing of “Doctoral Dissertations on the Allied Occupation of Japan, 
1945-1952” for the 1978 MacArthur Memorial conference cited below. For a more suc- 
cinct and recent list of basic published sources as of the early 1980s, see John W. Dower, 
Japanese History and Culture from Ancient to Modern Times: Seven Basic Bibliographies 
(New York: Markus Wiener Publishing, 1986), 199-222. 

For general historiographic appraisals of Japanese as well as English scholarship on 
the occupation, see John W. Dower, “Occupied Japan as History and Occupation History 
as Politics,” Journal of Asian Studies 34 (February 1975):485-504; and Carol Gluck, 
“Entangling Illusions: Japanese and American Views of the Occupation,” in Warren I. 
Cohen, ed., New Frontiers in American-East Asian Relations: Essays Presented to Doro- 
thy Borg (New York: Columbia University Press, 1983), 169-236. Short essays by Dower, 
Edwin O. Reischauer, Eiji Takamae, and Rinjird Sodei in Harry Wray and Hilary Conroy, 
eds., Japan Examined: Perspectives on Modern Japanese History (Honolulu: University 
of Hawaii Press, 1983), 331-63, convey some of the interpretive diversity in the field 
today. 

Among the most notable earlier influential accounts of the occupation are the various 
editions of Edwin O. Reischauer, The United States and Japan (Cambridge, Mass.: Har- 
vard University Press, 1st ed., 1950); Kazuo Kawai, Japan’s American Interlude (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1960); Frederick §. Dunn, Peacemaking and the Settlement 
with Japan (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1960); and Robert E. Ward, “Reflec- 
tions on the Allied Occupation and Planned Political Change in Japan,” in Robert E. 
Ward, ed., Political Development in Modern Japan (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 
1968). 

I myself have dwelled in earlier writings, with more extensive notations, on some of 
the more revisionist themes mentioned here. See Empire and Aftermath: Yoshida Shigeru 
and the Japanese Experience, 1878-1954 (Cambridge, Mass.: Council on East Asian Studies, 
Harvard University, 1979), 305-492; “The Eye of the Beholder: Background Notes on 
the U.S.-Japan Military Relationship,” Bulletin of Concerned Asian Scholars 2 (October 
1969): 15-31; “Occupied Japan and the American Lake, 1945-1950,” in Edward Fried- 
man and Mark Selden, eds., America’s Asia: Dissenting Essays on Asian-American Rela- 
tions (New York: Pantheon Books, 1974), 146-206; and “The Superdomino in Postwar 
Asia: Japan In and Out of The Pentagon Papers,” in Noam Chomsky and Howard Zinn, 
eds., The Senator Gravel Edition of the Pentagon Papers, vol. 5 (Boston: Beacon Press, 
1972), 101-42. Howard Schonberger has made extensive use of government archives and 
private papers to illuminate U.S. decision making and the cold-war context of the occu- 
pation in a series of influential revisionist articles, among them the following: “Zaibatsu 
Dissolution and the American Restoration of Japan,” Bulletin of Concerned Asian Schol- 
ars 5 (September 1973): 16-31; “The Japan Lobby in American Diplomacy, 1947-1952,” 
Pacific Historical Review 46 (August 1977): 327-59; “American Labor’s Cold War in 
Occupied Japan,” Diplomatic History 5(Summer 1979): 249-72; “General William Draper, 
the 80th Congress, and the Origins of Japan’s Reverse Course,” paper presented to the 
International Conference on the Occupation of Japan, Amherst College, August 1980; 
“The General and the Presidency: Douglas MacArthur and the Election of 1948,” Wis- 
consin Magazine of History 57 (Spring 1974): 201-19; “U.S. Policy in Post-war Japan: 
The Retreat from Liberalism,” Science and Society 46 (Spring 1982): 39-59; and “John 
Foster Dulles and the China Question in the Making of the Japanese Peace Treaty,” in 
Thomas W. Burkman, ed., The Occupation of Japan: The International Context (Norfolk, 
Va.: MacArthur Memorial, 1982), 229-54. 

For detailed analysis of the emergence of a broad regional approach in U.S. economic 
planning toward Japan and postwar Asia, see William Borden, Pacific Alliance: United 
States Foreign Economic Policy and Japanese Trade Recovery, 1947-1955 (Madison: 
University of Wisconsin Press, 1984); and Michael Schaller, The American Occupation of 
Japan: The Origins of the Cold War in Asia (New York: Oxford University Press, 1985). 
Schaller’s book is an elaboration of his incisive article on pre-Korean War proposals to 
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As these observations suggest, a comprehensive study of the policies 
of the Truman administration toward Japan must move in several direc- 
tions, encompassing both internal developments in occupied Japan and 
broader regional and global strategies. In the latter instance, a great deal 
more is involved than just the projected linkage of Japan and Southeast 
Asia, for this positive policy naturally developed against the background 
of reassessing U.S. policy toward China and Korea—developments that 
have been the subject of a number of recent monographs in English.* The 
regional dimension also involves international considerations of a slightly 
different order, namely, the response of U.S. allies such as Britain, Aus- 
tralia, and New Zealand to U.S. initiatives involving Japan and the rest 
of Asia. These countries, too, have opened their diplomatic archives in 
recent years, and it is more apparent than ever that their cooperation 
with the U.S. cold-war policy was frequently tempered by grave misgiv- 


integrate the Japanese and Southeast Asian economies: “Securing the Great Crescent: Oc- 
cupied Japan and the Origins of Containment in Southeast Asia,” Journal of American 
History 69 (September 1982): 392-414. 

The major forum in the United States for studies of occupied Japan has been the sym- 
posia sponsored by the MacArthur Memorial in Norfolk, Virginia. Symposia with pub- 
lished proceedings include The Occupation of Japan and Its Legacy to the Postwar World 
(1975); The Occupation of Japan: Impact of Legal Reform (1977); The Occupation of 
Japan: Economic Policy and Reform (1978); The Occupation of Japan: Education and 
Social Reform (1980); and The Occupation of Japan: The International Context (1982). 
For the proceedings of a 1977 conference on occupied Japan and occupied Germany, see 
Robert Wolfe, ed., Americans as Proconsuls: United States Military Government in Ger- 
many and Japan, 1944-1952 (Carbondale: Southern Illinois University Press, 1984). 

3Recent studies in English dealing with U.S. policy toward other parts of Asia in the first 
postwar decade and providing an important complement to the Japan-centered emphasis 
of this present essay include Akira Iriye, The Cold War in Asia: A Historical Introduction 
(Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice-Hall, 1974); Yonosuke Nagai and Akira Iriye, eds., The 
Origins of the Cold War in Asia (New York: Columbia University Press and University of 
Tokyo Press, 1977); Bruce Cumings, “Introduction: The Course of Korean-American Re- 
lations, 1943-1953,” in Bruce Cumings, ed., Child of Conflict: The Korean-American 
Relationship, 1943-1953 (Seattle: University of Washington Press, 1983), 3-55; Bruce 
Cumings, The Origins of the Korean War: Liberation and the Emergence of Separate 
Regimes, 1945-1947 (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1984); Bruce Cumings, ‘“The 
Origins and Development of the Northeast Asian Political Economy: Industrial Sectors, 
Produce Cycles, and Political Consequences,” International Organization 38 (Winter 1984): 
1-40; William Whitney Stueck, Jr., The Road to Confrontation: American Policy Toward 
China and Korea, 1947-1950 (New York: Columbia University Press, 1981); Dorothy 
Borg and Waldo Heinrichs, eds., Uncertain Years: Chinese-American Relations, 1947— 
1950 (New York: Columbia University Press, 1980); Robert M. Blum, Drawing the Line: 
The Origin of the American Containment Policy in East Asia (New York: W. W. Norton, 
1982); Nancy Bernkopf Tucker, Patterns in the Dust: Chinese-American Relations and 
the Recognition Controversy, 1949-1950 (New York: Columbia University Press, 1983); 
Robert J. McMahon, Colonialism and Cold War: The United States and the Struggle for 
Indonesian Independence, 1945—1949 (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1981). The maiden 
issue of The Japanese Journal of American Studies, published in 1981, was devoted to 
“United States Policy toward East Asia: 1945-1950.” 
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ings. The rearmament of Japan caused shudders throughout non- 
communist Asia, to say nothing of the fear provoked in the communist 
countries. And the unilateral U.S. decision to promote Japanese eco- 
nomic reconstruction was not exactly received gleefully by Japan’s for- 
mer and future economic rivals in Asia. When it became clear that the 
United States had decided not merely to assist in the economic rehabili- 
tation of Japan but to deflect such projected growth away from China 
and in the direction of Southeast Asia, the alarm was palpable, especially 
in London, where such a policy could be seen as yet another potentially 
devastating blow to the Sterling bloc. From this perspective, U.S. policy 
toward Japan also must be seen in the context of the decline of the British 
empire and the tensions that arose within the Anglo-American camp as 
the Pax Britannica gave way to a Pax Americana.* 

Although the transformation of Japan from bitter enemy to cold-war 
ally may seem natural in retrospect, this reversal of policy did not occur 
all of a piece; nor was it arrived at without controversy within U.S. 
decision-making circles; nor was it a policy without ambiguities—includ- 
ing resentment on the part of many Japanese conservatives who felt they 
were being denied true sovereignty, and lingering doubts on the U.S. side 
about how far Japan could be trusted. Even as U.S. planners came to 
assign Japan a crucial role in the global balance of power, in both a 
negative and positive sense (denying Japan to the Soviet Union’s sphere 


*The most concise introduction to disagreement (as well as agreement) on occupation pol- 
icy among the allies of the United States is an early official publication: U.S. Department 
of State, The Far Eastern Commission: A Study in International Cooperation, 1945-1952 
(Washington, D.C.: D.O.S. Publication 5138, 1953). In 1982, the government of New 
Zealand published a mammoth (almost 1,800 pages) collection of pertinent documents as 
volume 2 of Documents on New Zealand External Relations, edited by Robin Kay and 
subtitled The Surrender and Occupation of Japan. British attitudes toward occupied Japan 
are closely examined in Roger W. Buckley, Occupation Diplomacy: Britain, the United 
States, and Japan, 1945-1952 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1982). Austra- 
lia’s position was the subject of an earlier monograph by Richard N. Rosecrance, Austra- 
lian Diplomacy and Japan, 1945-1951 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1962). 
The published proceedings of the fifth of the MacArthur Memorial conferences, cited in 
note 2, contain many papers on the international aspects of the occupation. 

Although the Japanese Ministry of Foreign Affairs has adopted a policy of selective 
declassification of archives pertaining to the occupation, scholars are still greatly ham- 
pered in gaining access to basic primary materials scattered throughout the Japanese bu- 
reaucracy. Petitions calling for more open and convenient access have been presented to 
the government by Japanese and non-Japanese specialists on the occupation—notably in 
1980 and 1983—but thus far the response has been essentially tokenistic; numerous ma- 
terials have been made available on microfilm, but most of this is of little or no interest to 
scholars. The Soviet archives on the period are, of course, completely closed; and (with 
certain minor exceptions such as the Wellington Koo papers at Columbia) the internal 
Chinese record is also inaccessible to researchers. 
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of influence and using Japan against the Soviet “bloc’”’), they remained 
nervous about Japan’s “ideological” inclinations. Extremists of either the 
Left or the Right, it was feared, might still assume power in the future. 
Thus, while the bilateral United States-Japan security treaty signed at San 
Francisco in 1951 was first and foremost an anti-communist pact, it si- 
multaneously functioned as a vehicle for controlling Japan by perpetu- 
ating its military subordination to the United States in every conceivable 
direction: strategic planning, matériel procurement, technological devel- 
opment, and the continued presence of U.S. forces in and around Japan. 
Similarly, the security treaties that the United States negotiated with the 
Philippines and Australia-New Zealand in 1951 also served the double 
function of assuring these allies of U.S. assistance in the event of either 
communist or Japanese aggression. At the time they were negotiated, in 
fact, these parallel security pacts were requested by the Asian nations 
involved primarily out of alarm at the specter of a remilitarized and re- 
vanchist Japan. 

From the perspective of Washington, the U.S. relationship with Japan 
also was plagued by the legacy of one of the early ideals of the occupa- 
tion: the pacifist sentiment embodied in the famous “‘no war” clause (Ar- 
ticle Nine) of the new constitution that General Douglas MacArthur and 
his staff had pressed upon the Japanese in 1946. Although U.S. officials 
quickly came to lament this dramatic exercise in “‘demilitarization,” the 
Japanese people as a whole continued to embrace Article Nine, in spirit 
if not to the letter, and resisted its abrogation or amendment. Their rec- 
ollection of the hardships and horrors of the war in Asia and the Pacific 
remained keen, as did their skepticism of overly zealous appeals to re- 
militarize in the name of “defense.” The symbolic significance of Article 
Nine in postwar Japanese politics cannot be overemphasized, and Ja- 
pan’s conservative government lost no opportunity to use this in resisting 
the heavy pressure for rapid remilitarization that the United States ex- 
erted after June 1950. 

In the pages that follow, the fascinating developments that took place 
within occupied Japan will be mentioned only in passing; primary atten- 
tion will be given to Japan’s place in the strategic thinking of the Truman 
administration. Recent country-oriented studies of postwar U.S. policy 
toward China, Korea, and Southeast Asia as a rule point to the year or 
so before the Korean War as marking a watershed in U.S. planning. Cer- 
tainly the documents of the time reveal officials as temperamentally diverse 
as George Kennan, Dean Rusk, and Louis Johnson all lamenting the 
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“country by country” approach toward Asia that existed in 1949 and 
into 1950, and it is from this time on that the contours of a more inte- 
grated, regional approach to Asia become conspicuous.” Strategic policy 
toward Japan not only fits this pattern but can be analyzed more pre- 
cisely as having evolved through four stages between the end of the war 
in 1945 and the end of the occupation in April 1952: (1) concentration 
on the “‘demilitarization and democratization” of Japan and projection 
of a disarmed and “‘neutral” Japan in the future (August 1945 to mid- 
1947); (2) a “soft”? cold-war policy, in which the primary emphasis was 
placed on denying Japan to the Soviet sphere (mid-1947 to 1949); (3) a 
“hard” cold-war policy, in which Japan was assigned a positive, active 
role in the U.S. anti-communist strategy (mid-1949 to September 1951); 
and (4) an integrated cold-war policy, in which the concrete mechanisms 
of regional military and economic integration were actually created— 
including the peace treaty and various security treaties of 1951-52, the 
coordination of U.S. military and economic policies, and the firm com- 
mitment to containment of China through the creation of a trilateral 
nexus linking the United States, Japan, and Southeast Asia (beginning in 
the latter part of 1951). Obviously, the roots of each “stage” can be 
found in earlier periods. 


Demilitarization and democratization, 1945-1947 


Well before World War II ended, it was widely assumed that the United 
States would maintain strategic control of the Pacific Ocean—an assump- 
tion that was blithely captured at the popular level in a wartime Ameri- 
can song entitled ‘‘To Be Specific, It’s Our Pacific.” U.S. military planners 
gave close attention to the key islands in the Pacific over which they 
desired to maintain unilateral control indefinitely, but such planning did 
not extend to Japan per se. Until the final stages of the war, plans for 
postsurrender Japan anticipated an “‘Allied” occupation in which the United 
States would play the leading role, but China, Britain, and possibly the 
5 For Kennan and Rusk, see Committee on International Relations, House of Representa- 
tives, Selected Executive Session Hearings of the Committee, 1943-50, vol. 8 (United 
States Policy in the Far East, part 2), 160, 512; cf. ibid., 242, for Dean Acheson on the 
same problem. Louis Johnson’s famous blast at the lack of a coordinated policy was deliv- 
ered on 10 June 1949, when the Defense Department adopted a hard stance on Asian 
policy in the form of the famous “NSC 48.” Cf. Kenneth W. Condit, The Joint Chiefs of 
Staff and National Policy, 1947-1949, vol. 2 of the official The History of the Joint Chiefs 


of Staff (Wilmington, Del.: Michael Glazier, 1979), 516; also U.S. Department of Defense, 
United States-Vietnam Relations, 1945—1967, 8: 217-18. 
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Soviet Union (if it entered the war before Japan surrendered) would all 
have a serious place.® 

When Japan’s capitulation became a reality, however, the Truman ad- 
ministration took a strong stand against a multinational occupation in 
any meaningful sense. The United States refused to consider dividing Ja- 
pan into zones of occupation as had been done in Germany, demanded 
that all of occupied Japan be placed under a U.S. supreme commander, 
and balked at the creation of a genuinely influential international control 
commission. There was some grousing at this on the part of other Allied 
powers, and the creation of an essentially tokenistic superstructure of 
international supervision was not completed until early 1946, by which 
time the bureaucratic apparatus of de facto unilateral U.S. control was 
firmly in place.” 

Looking ahead to the rise of cold-war tensions between the United 
States and Soviet Union, it is noteworthy that Stalin did not make a great 
issue out of the U.S. assumption of a dominant position in Japan and the 
Pacific. Although the Soviet Union requested a joint U.S.-Soviet supreme 
command in Japan, and asked that the northern island of Hokkaido be 
made a Soviet zone of occupation, Stalin accepted Truman’s flat rejection 
of these requests with little more than a shrug. And although legally en- 
titled to send a Soviet military contingent to Japan as part of the nomi- 
nally Allied occupation force, the Soviet dictator declined to do so on the 
grounds that this would inconvenience General Douglas MacArthur, who 
had been designated supreme commander. In the exchanges that took 
place over the control apparatus for occupied Japan between August 1945 


For presurrender planning, see U.S. Department of State, Foreign Relations of the United 
States [hereafter FRUS), 1944, V, 1186-1289, and 1945, VI, 497 ff. Hugh Borton, a 
central figure in the State Department group that drafted most of the presurrender plans 
for Japan, has written two informative essays on this subject: “Preparation for the Occu- 
pation of Japan,” Journal of Asian Studies 25 (February 1966): 203-12; and American 
Presurrender Planning for Postwar Japan (New York: Occasional Papers of the East Asian 
Institute, Columbia University, 1967). 

Some of the public discussion concerning postwar U.S. bases is summarized in Dower, 
“Occupied Japan and the American Lake”; the archival record on this is introduced in 
Melvyn P. Leffler, “The American Conception of National Security and the Beginnings of 
the Cold War, 1945-48,” American Historical Review 89 (April 1984), especially 349- 
56. The song title is recorded in Colin Shindler, Hollywood Goes to War: Films and 
American Society, 1939-1952 (Boston: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1979), 35. 

? The formal policy of unilateral U.S. control of the nominally “Allied” occupation was set 
forth in State-War-Navy Coordinating Committee (SWNCC) 150/2 (“United States Initial 
Post-Defeat Policy Relating to Japan”) of 12 August 1945; FRUS, 1945, VI, 609-12. 
International participation eventually took the form of a multination Far Eastern Com- 
mission that met in Washington and a four-delegate (United States, China, U.S.S.R., and 
Commonwealth) Allied Council in Tokyo. Neither was a control commission. 
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and early 1946, the Soviets gave numerous signals that they hoped the 
United States would accept their acknowledgment of a legitimate U.S. 
sphere of interest in Japan and the Pacific as a quid pro quo for American 
acknowledgment of the Soviet Union’s reasonable security concerns in 
Eastern Europe. This conciliatory stance was consistent with the restraint 
the Russians displayed in Korea in August 1945, when Stalin held his 
forces at the thirty-eighth parallel although they could have occupied the 
entire Korean peninsula easily before the U.S. forces arrived. Stalin’s will- 
ingness to recognize the Nationalist regime of Chiang Kai-shek as the 
sole legitimate government of China in August 1945 and to promise 
eventual withdrawal of Soviet troops from Manchuria also impressed 
some observers at the time as being unexpectedly conciliatory. As it turned 
out, the Truman administration was not inclined to acknowledge that 
there was any comparability in the assumed spheres of influence of the 
two nations.® 

Journalistic accounts from the early months of the occupation often 
refer to gossip and scuttlebutt concerning Japan as the “‘staging area for 
the next war,” and it is indeed possible to find U.S. officials who raised 
the question of Japan’s future importance as an anti-Soviet military base 
at an early date. Navy Secretary James Forrestal turned this matter over 
in his mind in the early summer of 1945, for example; in the State De- 
partment, John Davies introduced the prospect of Japan as a future place 
d’armes in August 1946.? The mainstream of U.S. strategic planning for 
Asia from 1945 to 1947, however, remained grounded in the passions 
and assumptions of the recent war: notably, hatred and fear of Japan and 
lingering hope that China would emerge as a strong ally of the United 
States and capable “‘policeman”’ in Asia. Until well into 1946, and in 


® Much of the FRUS volume for 1945 is devoted to these issues. The Soviet attempt to 
equate its own position in Eastern Europe with the American sphere in Japan and the 
Pacific emerges most strongly in the cables of the U.S. ambassador to Moscow, Averell 
Harriman. President Truman acknowledged the essentially moderate Soviet position in his 
Memoirs: Year of Decisions (New York: Signet, 1955), especially 490. 

°On the “staging area,” see Harold Issacs, No Peace for Asia (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT 
Press, 1947, reprinted 1967), 39, 119. Cf. Mark Gayn, Japan Diary (New York: William 
Sloane Associates, 1948), 42 (diary entry for 20 December 1945), 119 (21 February 1946), 
212 (10 May 1946), 237-40 (27 May 1946); James Forrestal, The Forrestal Diaries, 
edited by Walter Millis (New York: Viking, 1951), 56 (May 1945); FRUS, 1946, VI, 285- 
86, 301-04, 337-39 (for the place d’armes memo and related discussion). Michael Schaller 
offers numerous other early U.S. statements concerning using Japan as an anti-Soviet base 
or ally in chapter 3 of The American Occupation of Japan, the most striking of which are 
the report of a meeting between General MacArthur and presidential envoy Edwin A. 
Locke in October 1945 and a February 1946 report from Tokyo by U.S. Treasury De- 
partment envoy D. R. Jenkins. 
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some circles much later, the place d’armes men were drowned out by a 
potent phrase that carried over from the war years, namely, the “per- 
manent and complete” disarmament of Japan. The genealogy of this 
idealistic rhetoric is beyond the scope of this essay, but it is well to recall 
how immensely popular it was during the war. President Roosevelt, with 
characteristic grandiloquence, had declared this to be the Allied goal for 
both Germany and Japan; Senator Arthur Vandenberg called for “per- 
manently and conclusively and effectively disarming Germany and Ja- 
pan” in the famous speech of January 1945 in which he announced his 
support for a bipartisan foreign policy in the postwaf era; the Potsdam 
Declaration of July projected the “complete disarmament” of Japan; and 
citizens’ lobbies and the media readily embraced the prospect of a per- 
manently defanged Axis foe.!° 
The agenda for Japan was in fact much broader than mere disarma- 
ment per se. Until the very eve of Japan’s surrender, U.S. military plan- 
ners still expected that the war in Asia might continue for another year 
or year and a half. Consequently, they were caught somewhat by surprise 
by Japan’s surrender. Due in good part to the impressive activities of a 
small State Department group led by Hugh Borton and George Blakeslee 
of the Far Eastern Division, however, planning for postsurrender Japan 
at the lower levels of the bureaucracy was in fact well advanced when the 
war ended. Scores of position papers dealing with specific aspects of the 
Japanese state and society already had been reviewed by the critical in- 
tergovernmental committee in these matters—the State-War-Navy Co- 
ordinating Committee (SWNCC)—and these became the basis for a wide 
range of proposed reforms in occupied Japan. As the Borton-Blakeslee 
group and SWNCC saw it, disarmament was but one aspect of the task 
of ensuring a peaceful Japan in the future, for true demilitarization re- 
'©Roosevelt and Churchill spoke vaguely of the future disarmament of the Axis in the 
Atlantic Charter of August 1941, and on 7 January 1943 Roosevelt told Congress that 
Germany, Italy, and Japan “must be disarmed and kept disarmed,” a declaration cited 
by many publicists; cf. William C. Johnstone, The Future of Japan (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 1945), 31. For Senator Vandenberg’s speech, see the New York Times 
for 11 January 1945. There was indeed some ambiguity as to whether U.S. policy called 
for “permanent” disarmament of Japan, but the Potsdam Declaration of 26 July 1945 
stated that the Japanese military would be “completely disarmed,” and SWNCC 150/2 
of August 12 stated that U.S. policy was “to accomplish the permanent and complete 
disarmament and demilitarization of Japan.” The revised instructions sent to MacArthur 
on 29 August and made public on 22 September similarly said that “Japan will be com- 
pletely disarmed and demilitarized.” See FRUS, 1945, VI, 552, 610; Also Government 
Section, Supreme Commander for the Allied Powers, Political Reorientation of Japan, 


September 1945 to September 1948 (Washington, D.C.: U.S. Government Printing Of- 
fice, 1949), 2: 423-24, 431. 


Occupied Japan and the cold war in Asia 379 


quired “democratization” as well. The fundamental assumption here was 
that the repressive structure of the prewar Japanese state had created a 
“will to war” (as Assistant Secretary of State Dean Acheson phrased it 
shortly after Japan surrendered), whereas democracies—by which was 
meant bourgeois democracies with a thriving middle class—did not prac- 
tice oppression.!! 

The initial U.S. occupation policy of demilitarization and democrati- 
zation rested on such sweeping assumptions. In the many instances where 
the policy directives emanating from Washington were couched in broad 
and somewhat ambiguous terms, moreover, MacArthur and his staff in 
Tokyo tended to interpret them as a mandate for genuinely drastic re- 
form, on occasion of a more radical nature than Washington seems to 
have had in mind. MacArthur’s prestige and messianic style, coupled with 
the Eurocentrism of the Truman administration, gave the occupation staff 
in Japan unusual leeway for approximately two years, until the latter 
part of 1947. And although the general may have fumed about liberal 
programs in his homeland under President “Rosenfeld,” as he reportedly 
was wont to call his former commander in chief, as a reformer in the 
Japanese milieu MacArthur proved to be exceptionally receptive to the 
recommendations of a small coterie of American liberals and New Deal- 
ers. Some of the most dramatic and consequential reforms carried out 
under the early democratization program, such as the sweeping land re- 
form of 1946-47 and the new constitution promulgated in 1946, ac- 
tually were given their radical edge in MacArthur’s headquarters in To- 
kyo. 

By almost every appraisal at the time, the early democratization pro- 
gram as a whole was fundamentally progressive. War criminals were 
brought to trial. Some 200,000 alleged militarists and ultranationalists 
were purged from public life. On the economic front, in addition to the 
land reform, laws were enacted in support of labor unionization and the 
right to strike; the oligopolistic zaibatsu holding companies were dis- 
solved; and policies were announced calling for economic deconcentra- 
tion, industrial demilitarization, and severe reparations to Japan’s war 
victims. Politically, even the Communist Party was made legal, and “grass- 


"On SWNCC and the Borton-Blakeslee group, see citations in note 6 above and the analy- 
sis in Akira Iriye, Power and Culture: The Japanese-American War, 1941-1945 (Cam- 
bridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1982). The basic SWNCC (later SANACC) 
documents are available on microfilm in thirty-two reels under the title SWNCC (State- 
War-Navy Coordinating Committee)/SANACC (State-Army-Navy-Air Force Coordinat- 
ing Committee) Case Files, 1944-1949 (Wilmington, Del.: Scholarly Resources, Inc., 1977). 
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roots” democracy was to be promoted through police decentralization, 
educational reform, and the strengthening of local autonomy. Under the 
new constitution, which went into effect in early 1947, the emperor be- 
came a “symbol” of the state, the country renounced the resort to war as 
a means of solving disputes, and the people of Japan were granted a 
broad array of rights that in some instances (such as explicit acknowl- 
edgment of the equality of women) went beyond U.S. constitutional 
guarantees. In the realm of demilitarization more prosaically defined, oc- 
cupation authorities moved quickly to repatriate and demobilize the Im- 
perial army and navy, destroy military stocks, and abolish the entire mil- 
itary establishment. Their zealousness was such that, in one of the more 
notorious excesses of the demilitarization program, apparently on in- 
structions from the War Department, they smashed the great cyclotron 
in the “Riken’” laboratory in Tokyo and dropped the pieces in the ocean.’” 


12 MacArthur’s “President Rosenfeld” habit is recounted in an irreverent reminiscence by 
the general’s former military secretary, Faubion Bowers, in “The Late General Mac- 
Arthur, Warts and All,” Esquire, January 1967, 90ff. The initial demilitarization and 
democratization policies are covered at length in a variety of official sources. The best 
known of these is the invaluable two-volume narrative summary and documentary col- 
lection prepared by MacArthur’s headquarters and published in 1949 as Political Reori- 
entation of Japan, September 1945 to September 1948. Two volumes authored by State 
Department officials were published under nongovernment imprints while the occupation 
was still under way: Edwin M. Martin, The Allied Occupation of Japan (New York: 
American Institute of Pacific Relations, 1948), and Robert A. Fearey, The Occupation of 
Japan, Second Phase: 1948-50 (New York: Macmillan, for the International Secretariat, 
Institute of Pacific Relations, 1950). Between 1950 and the end of the occupation in early 
1952, MacArthur’s staff also prepared a useful and often overlooked official history that 
eventually included fifty-five monographs about specific aspects of the occupation; the 
series is available on microfilm from the National Archives under the collective title His- 
tory of the Non-Military Activities of the Occupation of Japan. A neglected source on 
the military aspects of repatriation and demilitarization is MacArthur in Japan: The Oc- 
cupation: Military Phase, “Volume 1—Supplement” of Reports of General MacArthur 
(Washington, D.C.: U.S. Government Printing Office, 1966). 
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of California Publications in Political Science, 8, 1959); Meirion and Susie Harries, 
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Conn.: Yale University Press, 1968); Chalmers Johnson, MITI and the Japanese Miracle: 
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There were, to be sure, exceptions to the sweeping demobilization 
program that seem noteworthy in retrospect. Reliance on the Japanese 
for minesweeping in the waters around Japan, for example, preserved the 
nucleus around which a future navy could be reconstructed. The military 
“demobilization boards” themselves kept remnants of the Imperial army 
and navy employed and provided a body of records that proved useful 
later when the decision was made to create a new Japanese military be- 
ginning in 1950. Certain Japanese staff officers found a new home in the 
U.S. occupation bureaucracy itself, especially the Counter-Intelligence 
Section (G-2), where they were employed in such tasks as preparing his- 
torical accounts of the recent war. Many Japanese officers were ‘‘de- 
briefed” as a matter of course, and in one appalling instance—involving 
officers and scientific researchers in the murderous “Unit 731,” which 
had conducted lethal medical and biological-warfare experiments on 
prisoners of war in Manchuria (killing an estimated 3,000 in the pro- 
cess)—blatant war criminals were granted immunity from prosecution in 
return for disclosure of their special knowledge. Outside Japan, in parts 
of both China and Southeast Asia (especially the French- and British- 
controlled areas), the repatriation of scores of thousands of Japanese sol- 
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diers was delayed for months and sometimes even years, as many of these 
unfortunate pawns found themselves enlisted to fight against indigenous 
communist or national liberation movements.”? 

In the light of Japan’s later remilitarization, these exceptions to the 
demobilization and demilitarization program are suggestive and perhaps 
symbolic. At the time, however, they did not reflect the main thrust of 
U.S. strategic policy. In fact, for reasons that still remain somewhat ob- 
scure, this first stage of U.S. policy toward occupied Japan witnessed a 
rare occurrence: the literal putting into practice of rhetorical promises, 
namely, the promise of imposing “complete and permanent disarma- 
ment” upon Japan. This took the form of Article Nine of the new Japa- 
nese constitution, which, in its final form (after passing through Mac- 
Arthur’s headquarters, the Japanese cabinet’s experts, the Japanese 
parliament, and a parliamentary committee), read as follows: 


ARTICLE 9. Aspiring sincerely to an international peace based on justice and 
order, the Japanese people forever renounce war as a sovereign right of the nation 
and the threat or use of force as means of settling international disputes. 


SContinuities in military staffing are best summarized in Ikuhiko Hata’s Japanese- 
language monograph Shiroku—Nihon Saigunbi (1976: Bungei Shunji). In English, the 
Navy carryovers are documented in James E. Auer, The Postwar Rearmament of Japa- 
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Warfare: The U.S. Cover-up of a War Crime,” Bulletin of Concerned Asian Scholars 12 
(October-December, 1980): 2-17, and “Japan’s Biological Weapons: 1930-1945,” Bul- 
letin of the Atomic Scientists 37 (October 1981): 43-53. Powell shows conclusively that 
occupation authorities agreed not to prosecute Japanese scientists and officers who had 
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the results of the experiments. Some of the lesser figures associated with Unit 731 were 
captured by the Russians when they invaded Manchuria in August 1945 and placed on 
trial in the so-called Khabarovsk war-crimes trials, the results of which were publicized 
in 1949 and published in a lengthy English-language summary in 1950 (Materials of the 
Trial of Former Servicemen of the Japanese Army Charged with Manufacturing and Em- 
ploying Bacteriological Weapons, Foreign Languages Publishing House, Moscow). Dur- 
ing the Korean War, when the communists accused the United States of experimenting 
with bacteriological warfare, it was also suggested that Shir6 Ishii, the former head of 
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In order to accomplish the aim of the preceding paragraph, land, sea, and air 
forces, as well as other war potential, will never be maintained. The right of 
belligerency of the state will not be recognized. 


The precise genesis of Article Nine is one of the tantalizing puzzles of 
the occupation. At the same time, the whole process of constitutional 
revision in occupied Japan is an excellent example of the ambiguity of 
U.S. policy for Asia in the immediate postwar years and of the way this 
ambiguity often enabled MacArthur and his staff in Tokyo to promote 
their own ideals. In one of the earliest basic documents sent to Tokyo to 
guide MacArthur (SWNCC 150/2 of August 1945), the objective of 
“‘complete and permanent”’ disarmament of Japan was reiterated. In a 
later policy document that suffered some untidy revision at the hands of 
the multinational Far Eastern Commission sitting in Washington (SWNCC 
228 of January 1946), however, the concept of total and permanent de- 
militarization was muddied by reference to future prerogatives of the 
civilian branch of the Japanese government. MacArthur’s command thus 
received mixed instructions on this critical issue. Indeed, on the issue of 
constitutional change in general it received no blueprint but only a gen- 
eral mandate for revision. The first draft of the new Japanese constitution 
was composed in English in the Government Section of MacArthur’s 
headquarters, in a hectic and heady two-week period at the beginning of 
February 1946. Specialists on occupied Japan disagree on whether the 
idea of the “‘no war” clause originated with MacArthur himself or with 
one of the key officers in the Government Section (Charles Kades or 
Courtney Whitney), or possibly even with the then Japanese prime min- 
ister, Kijird Shidehara. No matter who may have been responsible for 
the original idea, however, it is clear that Article Nine originated in To- 
kyo and would never have become part of the national charter of Japan 
without MacArthur’s blessing. 

The “no war” clause of the draft constitution caught Washington by 
surprise and provoked the aforementioned discussion of Japan as a fu- 
ture place d’armes in 1946. By and large, however, Article Nine did not 
cause consternation in Washington, for it not only crystallized wartime 
promises concerning the complete and permanent disarmament of Japan 
but also was consistent with plans that were then being drafted in the 
State Department for the long-term (meaning twenty-five to forty years) 
international supervision of a disarmed Japan. No major planner in 
Washington prior to 1947 envisaged the serious rearmament of Japan in 
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the near future, and those few who speculated that this might be desir- 
able later simply assumed that it would be relatively easy to amend Ar- 
ticle Nine.!* 

The survival of the “spirit of Article Nine” as a decisive feature of the 
subsequent relationship between Japan and the United States is the great- 
est and most ironic legacy from this first stage of postwar relations be- 
tween the two countries. At the same time, another major feature of the 
eventual military arrangement also had emerged at a very early date, 
namely, the decision that the Bonin and Ryukyu islands (including Oki- 
nawa) would be treated differently from the rest of Japan. Top-level U.S. 
planning in 1945-46 did not project the long-term maintenance of U.S. 
military bases in the four main islands of Japan, but from the very end of 
the war the Bonins and Ryukyus were singled out as being of critical 
strategic importance to the United States, although it apparently was not 
until 1948 that Okinawa became formally designated as one of the three 
major bases ‘‘from which to launch a strategic air offensive employing 
atomic weapons.”!> 


The soft cold-war policy, 1947-1949 


On the first anniversary of Japan’s surrender, General MacArthur an- 
nounced that the Japanese people already had undergone a “spiritual 
revolution” that “‘tore asunder a theory and practice of life built upon 
two thousand years of history and tradition and legend.” If the nation 
continued to pursue the great middle road of democracy, it would soon 
emerge as a “powerful bulwark for peace.” Six months later, in March 


The origin of Article Nine has been most attentively addressed by Theodore McNelly. 
See ““The Renunciation of War in the Japanese Constitution,” Political Science Quarterly 
77 (September 1962): 350-78; his more recent speculations (in both Japanese and En- 
glish) in Horitsu Jibo 51 (May 1979), 178-81, 256-60; and his comments in the Daily 
Yomiuri of 3 May 1980. On the draft disarmament treaty, cf. FRUS, 1946, VIII, 150- 
55, 227-28 (G.B.), 236 (China), 253-54, 326-32, 348-49, 356, 376. The basic “Draft 
Treaty on the Disarmament and Demobilization of Japan” was made public on 21 June 
and submitted to the Far Eastern Commission on June 24. The United States continued 
to reaffirm its support of a long-term disarmament treaty into 1947 (FRUS, 1947, VI, 
237, 450-53, 478-79), but this had become a dead issue by midsummer, when George 
Kennan et al. brought about a reconsideration of occupation policy, as discussed in the 
following section on the soft cold-war policy. 

15On Okinawa and the Ryukyus, cf. James F. Schnabel, The Joint Chiefs of Staff and 
National Policy, 1945-1947, vol. 1 of The History of the Joint Chiefs of Staff (Wilming- 
ton, Del.: Michael Glazier Inc., 1979), 335; Condit, The Joint Chiefs of Staff and Na- 
tional Policy, 495 (on JCS 1619/24 of September 1947) and chapter 9 (on the “Broiler,” 
“Halfmoon,” and “Fleetwood” plans); and FRUS, 1947, VI, 495-96, 537-43 (PPS 10 
October 1947). 
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1947, MacArthur informed a press conference that the time had come to 
end the occupation and permit Japan to fulfill this grand destiny. As was 
often the case, the supreme commander’s grand pronouncement had a 
highly personal and subjective underside, for at this juncture MacArthur 
had his eye on the impending presidential primary elections in the United 
States, in which he hoped to emerge as the Republican candidate. The 
March call for an early peace with Japan coincided closely with the enun- 
ciation of the Truman Doctrine for Europe and served as impetus to a 
flurry of activities that can be most charitably described as the peace- 
treaty charades of mid-1947. In the course of public and private debate 
over the prospects of an early peace with Japan, U.S. officials really began 
for the first time seriously and systematically to consider Japan’s future 
role in the cold war. 

Four aspects of the peace-treaty flurries of mid-1947 seem especially 
noteworthy. First, it became apparent that State Department planning 
for a future peace settlement with Japan remained in the mold of World 
War II thinking. The basic draft peace treaties for Japan that were being 
worked on within the department at this time (under the direction of 
Hugh Borton) were extremely long, and bristled with provisions for post- 
treaty international supervision and controls over “sovereign” Japan. They 
amounted, in a word, to a “punitive”’ peace. 

Second, despite the cumbersome and still tentative nature of these in- 
ternal drafts, the State Department responded to public pressure in July 
1947 by calling for an international conference on Japan that (1) was 
scheduled for a time when Britain and the Commonwealth nations al- 
ready had prior commitments, and (2) was procedurally unacceptable to 
the Soviet Union, because in the Soviet view it ignored prior understand- 
ings that these matters would first be considered by the wartime “Big 
Four” (the United States, Soviet Union, Britain, and China) before being 
submitted to a larger multinational forum. These procedural issues be- 
came a cause for charges of bad faith on all sides, and in this setting for 
the first time U.S. officials and politicians considered the notion that it 
might be appropriate to anticipate a “separate peace” with Japan—that 
is, a peace settlement on terms that would be unacceptable to the Soviet 
Union.1° 


‘For MacArthur’s statements, see Political Reorientation of Japan, 2: 756, 765-66. The 
peace-treaty debate is extensively documented in FRUS, 1947, VI. On the “separate peace” 
concept, cf. ibid., 476-77, 479-85, 489-502; also Department of State Bulletin, 24 Au- 
gust 1947, 395. 
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Ina third related development, the Japanese—including not only gov- 
ernment officials but also the presumedly “symbolic” and nonpolitical 
emperor himself—took the initiative to convey to the Americans their 
willingness to accept some sort of separate peace arrangement if neces- 
sary. These secret Japanese proposals, which in many respects antici- 
pated by roughly four years the broad contours of the San Francisco 
settlement of 1951, hinted at a bilateral military agreement with the United 
States and the development of Okinawa as a major U.S. military bastion. 
To scholars of the occupation, these activities are of interest for a number 
of reasons. They call attention to the positive Japanese contribution to 
the policy-making process; offer an unusually vivid case study of polli- 
ticking by the emperor through his personal advisers; and reveal that 
both the Japanese government and Imperial Household were willing from 
an early date to trade away true sovereignty for Okinawa in exchange 
for an early end to the occupation in the rest of Japan. As many Japanese 
critics see it, the special treatment accorded Okinawa beginning right 
after the war—its intense militatization and Americanization—makes it 
proper to see post-World War II Japan as a “‘semi-divided” country. 
Moreover, the Japanese ruling groups, as the record now clearly indi- 
cates, did little or nothing to prevent this from happening. On the con- 
trary, they were all too willing to use Okinawa and its people, who have 
always been regarded as second-class citizens, as bargaining chips.'” 

Finally, the peace-treaty issue of 1947 focused attention on Japan and 
drew a new group of U.S. planners into the picture, many of whom hith- 
erto had been preoccupied with policy making for Europe. Even as the 
United States publicly was blaming the Soviet Union for impeding prog- 
ress On a peace settlement with Japan, these new national-security advis- 
ers were arguing behind the scenes not only that the Borton group’s draft 
treaty was totally outdated but also that an early peace with Japan was 
out of the question. The United States itself was unprepared to talk con- 
cretely about a peace settlement with Japan in mid-1947, and it is for 
this reason that its public gestures to the contrary can only be described 
as a charade. 


17The 1947 Japanese initiatives are described in various Japanese sources, including the 
valuable “insider” account by Kumao Nishimura, San Furanshisuko Heiwa Joyaku (1971: 
vol. 27 of the Kajima Kenkyajo Shuppankai series Nibon Gaiko Shi). In English, see 
Martin Weinstein, Japan’s Postwar Defense Policy, 1947-1968 (New York: Columbia 
University Press, 1971), chapter 2. The emperor’s role was first made public by Eiichi 
Shindo in the April 1979 issue of the Japanese monthly Sekai. Eiji Takamae, the “dean” 
of Japanese specialists on the occupation, among others, has called attention to Okinawa 
and the “‘semi-divided” nature of post-1945 Japan. 
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Over the course of the next several years, the vision of a disarmed and 
neutral Japan remained a potent one in the public arena, partly because 
of General MacArthur’s continued reaffirmation of this ideal. Although 
the supreme commander’s presidential aspirations had been dashed by a 
stunning defeat in the Republican primary election in Wisconsin in April 
1948, he remained very much in the public eye and as zealous a prosely- 
tizer as ever concerning the dream of turning Japan into a unique symbol 
of peace in the modern world. In his scenario, Japan’s “‘disarmed neu- 
trality” would be protected by the positioning of United Nations forces 
in key Pacific islands, including Okinawa. MacArthur’s famous descrip- 
tion of Japan as the “Switzerland of the Pacific” actually was made as 
late as March 1949, but by then time had passed him by. Still, whether 
out of pacifist ideals or, more commonly, lingering fear and mistrust of 
Japan, few American officials were ready to rush pell-mell into the 
wholesale rehabilitation of Japan as a cold-war ally.'® 

In Washington, the most articulate spokesmen for the new vision of 
Japan included the State Department’s George Kennan and high civilian 
bureaucrats in the Department of the Army led by Secretary Kenneth 
Royall and Under Secretary William Draper. The “Kennan touch” was 
first applied to Japan policy in a decisive way in October 1947 in a paper 
on the peace-treaty issue for the State Department’s Policy Planning Staff 
(PPS 10). The position set forth there became the basis for the National 
Security Council documents that governed Japan policy in 1948 and into 
1949 (the NSC 13 series), and covered a wide range of sensitive policy 
issues. Kennan and his aides opposed an early end to the occupation, 
partly on the grounds that Japan’s present economic instability made it 
ripe for communist penetration, and they foresaw the possibility of hav- 
ing to impose peace terms “‘unilaterally”’ later. While recognizing the ne- 
cessity of long-term U.S. military control of certain islands peripheral to 
Japan, as well as of at least the northern part of Okinawa, PPS 10 indi- 
cated that the long-term presence of U.S. forces in the main four islands 


18 MacArthur’s comments on security matters appear at great length in the FRUS volumes 
and the files of the Joint Chiefs of Staff in the Modern Military Records branch, National 
Archives. Many of the basic JCS documents are available in fourteen microfilm reels as 
Records of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, part 2, 1946-1953, The Far East (Frederick, Md.: 
University Publications of America, 1980). For the “Switzerland of the Pacific” state- 
ment, see the New York Times, 2 March 1949; this quotation appeared, it should be 
noted, in an interview in which MacArthur proposed an offshore island chain of defense 
in Asia very similar to that which Secretary of State Acheson described on 12 January 
1950—including the Philippines, the Ryukyus, Japan, and the Aleutians, and neglecting 
Taiwan and Korea. 
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of Japan might not be necessary. The paper also proposed that any future 
peace treaty with Japan should avoid post-treaty supervision but at the 
same time reaffirm the principle of complete Japanese disarmament. The 
Kennan group also recommended that the reparations program should 
be terminated quickly to end uncertainty and to stimulate capital invest- 
ment and economic recovery. !? 

By June 1948, this policy had evolved into NSC 13 (“Recommenda- 
tions with Respect to U.S. Policy toward Japan’’). This called for a brief, 
general, and nonpunitive peace treaty in the indefinite future; reaffirmed 
the necessity of maintaining long-term military control over not only 
Okinawa but also the great naval facilities at Yokosuka (south of Tokyo) 
as well, but deferred decision on post-treaty bases throughout the four 
main islands; advocated strengthening the Japanese “police”; and an- 
nounced a shift in occupation priorities from reform to economic recov- 
ery.20 

While this broad policy directive was worming its way to the surface 
in the National Security Council, numerous economic studies and pro- 
posals that addressed the economic reconstruction of Japan in more con- 
crete terms were piling up on the desks of the national-security managers. 
As early as March 1947, an important internal State Department report 
known as the Martin Plan called attention to the changing nature of the 
world economy and the impending “dollar gap”’ crisis in Asia. With this 
‘in view, the report argued, it was desirable to promote Japan’s future 
economic stability by actively developing its capacity to export capital 
goods to the nondollar markets of Asia.”! 

The Martin Plan was important as an early intimation of many eco- 
nomic considerations that would emerge as dominant over the course of 
time: the recognition of Japan’s heavy dependence on U.S. aid, the fear 
that the dollar-poor countries of Asia would collapse unless more sophis- 
ticated patterns of interregional integration were developed, and the per- 
ception that in the future Japan would have to rely more on the export 
of machine goods and the like than on the export of textiles and light- 
industrial products as in the prewar period. In return for such exports, 


19PPS 10 is printed in FRUS, 1947, VI, 537-43. See also PPS 28 of 25 March 1948, the 
key transitional policy paper between PPS 10 and NSC 13; FRUS, 1948, VI, 691-719. 

20NSC 13 is reproduced in FRUS, 1948, VI, 775-81. The key documents in the series are 
NSC 13 (2 June 1948), NSC 13/1 (24 September 1948), NSC 13/2 (7 October 1948; 
approved by President Truman two days later), and NSC 13/3 (6 May 1949). 

21For the “Martin Plan,” see FRUS, 1947, VI, 18486. This evolved into the State Depart- 
ment’s SWNCC 381 of 22 July 1947, which the Army criticized as too soft in SWNCC 
384 of 9 October; ibid., 265-66, 302-04. 
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Japan would import raw materials and cheap manufactures from the less 
developed countries of Asia. 

Similar arguments came from other directions. Almost simultaneously 
with the Martin Plan, for example, the Army received an economic re- 
port from MacArthur’s Economic and Scientific Section in Tokyo that 
also recommended curbing inflation and attaining a “balanced Japanese 
economy” by revising the reparations program and promoting Japanese 
production of capital goods earmarked for export. These prospects were 
thrown into the arena of public debate in a famous speech by Dean Ache- 
son on May 8, in which the then assistant secretary of state, with his gift 
for the sharp aphorism, linked Europe with Asia while separating the 
cold war from the old war—all in a single stroke. There was no getting 
around the fact, Acheson declared, that Japan and Germany had to be 
developed as the “workshops” of Asia and Europe, respectively. How 
this was to be done, and how extensively and how rapidly, was debated 
within both the civilian and military bureaucracies in the months that 
followed, resulting in a small flood of reports and position papers that 
became the basis for swinging Congress behind the policy of promoting 
Japanese economic reconstruction in 1948. In June 1948, under the new 
Economic Recovery in Occupied Areas program, Congress appropriated 
$108 million that, for the first time, could be used specifically for eco- 
nomic recovery in occupied Japan. That same month Congress also ap- 
proved a Natural Fibers Revolving Fund (P.L. 820) totaling $150 million 
that eventually was used to support massive exports of American raw 
cotton to Japan—a pump-priming program with obvious sectional ap- 
peal in Congress, although it did not reflect the emerging emphasis on 
promoting growth in Japan’s nontextile sectors.”” 

As NSC 13 revealed, by 1948 the question of the future military dis- 
position of Japan was being addressed on three levels: Okinawa, post- 
22The SCAP study entitled A Possible Program for a Balanced Japanese Economy was sent 

to Army authorities on 27 March 1947; SCAP Records (in the National Archives in 
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court Brace and World, 1955). 
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treaty U.S. bases in the rest of Japan, and Japanese rearmament. Oki- 
nawa was by this time explicitly identified as the primary forward base 
in U.S. nuclear strategy in the Far East. While the importance of contin- 
ued U.S. access to the airfields in the rest of Japan was publicly discussed 
by top officials such as Draper, no formal decision had been made on 
this. And the issue of Japanese rearmament had been raised but shelved, 
emerging only obliquely in NSC 13 in the context of strengthening Jap- 
anese police forces against potential internal subversion. 

Many formerly classified documents confirm that by 1948 the defense 
establishment was pushing fairly firmly in the direction of long-term U.S. 
bases in Japan and Japanese rearmament. As early as the spring of 1947, 
the JCS (Joint Chiefs of Staff) had identified Japan as the one country in 
Asia capable of holding the “ideological opponents” of the United States 
at bay while a major offensive was waged in the West. For that reason, 
the military planners observed, “‘of all the countries in the Pacific area 
Japan deserves primary consideration for current United States assistance 
designed to restore her economy and her military potential.” Secretary of 
Defense Forrestal requested a study of limited military rearmament for 
both Japan and Germany in February 1948, and by May had received a 
lengthy and extremely frank response under the name of Secretary of the 
Army Royall, in which the Army planners not only supported post-treaty 
bases and constitutional revision that would permit future Japanese re- 
armament but also went on to emphasize the importance of developing 
new markets and sources of raw materials for Japan abroad. Nonethe- 
less, when this document came before the JCS in October (accompanied 
by a copy of MacArthur’s views opposing rearmament), the rearmament 

‘of Japan was rejected as impractical under present circumstances. The 
rearmament policy was not approved until early 1950 and not actually 
urged upon the Japanese government until June 22 of that year—three 
days before the outbreak of the Korean War. 

Certain military officers did openly proclaim their desire to enlist the 
Japanese as an active military ally from an early date. For example, in 
1948 General Robert Eichelberger, commander of the Eighth Army in 
Japan (who had described the Japanese enemy as ‘‘monkeys” in his war- 
time letters), publicly called for a Japanese army of 150,000 men. Such 
men, he said, would be the sort of military force every commander dreams 
of leading—an appalling and terrifying remark to the rest of Asia. In the 
internal documents of this period, however, even those who were advo- 
cating “limited military rearmament”’ for Japan took care to emphasize 
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the necessity of controlling and restraining whatever remilitarization might 
be allowed. Distrust of Japan remained a conspicuous feature of this sec- 
ond stage of U.S. planning.” 

In what ways, then, was the cold-war policy of this second stage “soft” 
in comparison with the eventual San Francisco settlement? In the case of 
both long-term bases in Japan and Japanese rearmament, the answer is 
obvious: Neither policy had yet been adopted by the U.S. government, 
and both still had strong and persuasive critics (including Kennan and 
most of his State Department colleagues, as well as MacArthur and many 
of his key aides). In addition, despite the fact that Japan was now iden- 
tified as the future ‘“‘workshop” of Asia—and despite vague references to 
a Marshall Plan for Asia—the soft policy did not offer a coherent vision 
of regional anti-communist economic integration in Asia. On the con- 
trary, it was assumed until 1950, and in some U.S. and Japanese circles 
even later, that Japan would and should establish substantial economic 
ties with China, no matter what regime controlled the mainland. No pos- 
itive steps were taken to integrate Japan and Southeast Asia until much 
later; and no concrete, systematic attempt to stabilize the Japanese econ- 
omy and gear industry for export production was actually undertaken 
until January 1949, when the Detroit banker Joseph M. Dodge arrived 
in Tokyo to initiate the famous (or, to some, notorious) ‘‘disinflation” 
policy known as the Dodge Line. Although reparations policy began to 
be watered down beginning in 1947, the formal “postponement” of this 
program, which was so inhibiting to prospective Japanese investors and 
entrepreneurs, did not occur until May 1949. Indeed, NSC 13 itself was 
not approved by President Truman until October 1948 (as NSC 13/2), 
and well into the spring of 1949 policy makers in Washington were still 
lamenting that there had been virtually no progress in its actual imple- 
mentation.”* 


23 Okinawa’s key position was spelled out in the secret strategy code-named “Halfmoon.” 
Draper discussed the airfields in a 17 May 1948 speech entitled ‘“‘Japan’s Key Position in 
the Far East” (MacArthur Memorial Collection). The “ideological opponents” reference 
appears in JCS 1769/1 on 29 April 1947; FRUS, 1947, I, 745. Cf. Schaller, The American 
Occupation of Japan, 90, 104. Royall’s important long memorandum of 18 May 1948, 
entitled “Limited Military Rearmament for Japan,” appears under JCS 1380/48 of 25 
October 1948 in the JCS archives, RG 218 (Geographic File 1946-47), Box 127. Further 
opposition to Japanese rearmament by MacArthur’s staff, tendered on 23 December 1948, 
appears as JCS 1380/54 of 6 January 1949. Eichelberger’s notorious 1948 comment is 
cited by Kazuo Kawai in Pacific Affairs, June 1950, 119; for the “monkey” reference, see 
Jay Luvaas, ed., Dear Miss Em: General Eichelberger’s War in the Pacific, 1942-1945 
(Westport, Conn.: Greenwood Press, 1972), 8-9. 
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Perhaps most striking, the soft cold-war policy minimized the overt 
threat of Soviet aggression against Japan and instead emphasized the pos- 
sibility of Japan’s ‘going Communist” because of its own internal insta- 
bility. As Kennan and others were quick to emphasize, Japan appeared 
extremely precarious economically and thereby politically precarious as 
well. Inflation was out of hand; lingering uncertainty over occupation 
policy in the areas of reparations and economic deconcentration stifled 
capital investment; foreign trade, stymied by occupation controls, hardly 
existed; and labor, caught in the inflationary spiral, appeared to be mov- 
ing in an increasingly radical direction. In one of the more ideologically 
entertaining vignettes from this period, the “liberal” Kennan visited Ja- 
pan in early 1948 and concluded that the “conservative” MacArthur was 
promoting policies conducive to communism. It was this vision of Japan 
as economically unstable and thereby ripe for communization from within 
that motivated the abandonment of some of the initial democratic and 
reformist policies of the occupation and the adoption instead of policies 
conducive to capitalist stabilization and reconstruction.”° 

This nervous and occasionally even apocalyptic vision of Japan as eco- 
nomically vulnerable, politically unstable, and ideologically unreliable was 
especially unsettling because it coincided with the enunciation in U.S. 
circles of an absolutely fundamental thesis: that Japan was the key to the 
balance of power in Asia. Beginning around 1948, this balance-of-power 
argument was developed roughly as follows: (1) Japan, with its skilled 
manpower and great industrial and war-making potential, was the criti- 
cal power in Asia. (2) In grand global terms, however, Asia ranked nei- 
ther first nor even second in strategic importance to the United States. 
On the contrary, the European theater took priority, followed by the 
Near and Middle East. In military terms, this called for a “strategic of- 
fense in the West and strategic defense in the East.” (3) In this global 
scheme, Japan was more important to the Soviet Union than to the United 
States. (4) Consequently, the primary U.S. objective where Japan was 


economic policy toward Japan from the beginning of 1949. Critical earlier “reverse course” 
economic missions, discussed in the standard literature, were led by Clifford Strike (pro- 
ducing the “Strike Report” of February 1947 and “Overseas Consultants Report” of 
February 1948, both calling: for reduced reparations); Percy Johnston (resulting in the 
“Johnston Report” of April 1948); and Ralph Young (leading to recommendations for stabi- 
lization and a fixed exchange rate in June 1948). For the less-than-dynamic implementa- 
tion of NSC 13, cf. FRUS, 1949, VII, 724-27, 754, 808-12, 815; also JCS 1380/59 of 
10 February 1949 in RG 218 (1946-47), Box 122. 

25 Kennan’s own Memoirs 1925-1950 (Boston: Little, Brown, 1967) are very clear on this; 
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concerned was not to make Japan a part of the U.S. offensive capability 
but rather, more simply, to keep Japan out of the Soviet sphere. 

This concept of the negative importance of Japan (the need to “deny” 
it to the enemy) meant—and still means—that even apart from any pos- 
itive contribution to U.S. objectives, the United States could never con- 
ceive of “writing off” Japan, for this would mean incalculable gain for 
the Soviet Union. John Foster Dulles later became fond of citing a phrase 
attributed to Stalin in 1925 to buttress this line of thinking (“The way to 
victory over the West is through the East’’), and the concept was repeated 
again and again in the U.S. policy papers prior to 1950. As late as Decem- 
ber 1949, for example, one of the basic papers pertaining to Asia (NSC 
48/1) observed that “if Japan, the principal component of a Far Eastern 
war-making complex, were added to the Stalinist bloc, the Soviet Asian 
base could become a source of strength capable of shifting the balance of 
world power to the disadvantage of the United States.” Even more suc- 
cinctly: ‘‘The Asian power potential is more valuable to Russia than to 
the United States.” An analysis by the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) 
dated May 1949 spelled the same thesis out in fuller detail: 


Control of Japan’s industrial machine would be more valuable to the USSR than 
to the US, not only because the USSR has more immediate need of the products 
of Japan’s industry but also because the USSR will be in effective control of the 
area (chiefly northern China, Manchuria and Korea) whose natural resources 
Japanese industry can utilize most efficiently. For this reason, long-range US se- 
curity interests dictate the denial of Japan’s capacity, both economic and military, 
to USSR exploitation. . . . The difficulties and cost to the United States of making 
Japan the center of a Far Eastern war-making complex, and the fact that Japan’s 
industry—measured in terms of realizable steel production—is only 5 percent of 
US, probably would make denial of the Japan complex to the USSR, rather than 
full exploitation of Japanese industry as an auxiliary to US war production, the 
dominant US strategic consideration. Japan’s industrial plant would be of much 
greater positive value to the USSR than to the US; it would, in fact, be for the 
Soviet Union the richest economic prize in the Fast East.7° 


To call such a policy soft is not meant to minimize either its dynamics 
or its impact on the attentive public. The British and Chinese (of all po- 
litical persuasions), as well as the Soviets, voiced concern about the spec- 
ter of Japanese remilitarization beginning in early 1948, and before the 
26 Central Intelligence Agency, ““The Strategic Importance of the Far East to the US and the 
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end of that year the Soviets were citing Western press accounts in de- 
nouncing what they termed the U.S. military policy of surrounding China 
with a “defensive ring” stretching through Japan, Taiwan, the Philip- 
pines, Siam, Burma, and India. In the United States, a small, well- 
organized, and highly effective “Japan lobby” had emerged by 1948 un- 
der the name of the American Council on Japan, with excellent access to 
government, Congress, business and financial circles, and the media. And 
in Japan itself, the shift from reform to reconstruction was signaled by 
antilabor actions beginning in 1947 and, in 1948, the near-abandonment 
of one of the central announced policies of the demilitarization and de- 
mocratization agenda: enforcement of a vigorous program of economic 
deconcentration. 

Because of a variety of technical and political complications, the policy 
of democratizing the Japanese economy by eliminating excessive concen- 
trations of economic power was almost stillborn. The basic enabling leg- 
islation for deconcentration was not even enacted until December 1947, 
by which time it was already wreathed in controversy. Although 325 
companies were designated for investigation and possible reorganization 
in February 1948, by mid-April the policy had been almost completely 
reversed and occupation authorities were instructed that banks were to 
be totally excluded from the purview of the law and, in the words of a 
confidential internal memorandum, “no more than twenty companies were 
to be subject to reorganization under the law and these were to be chosen 
on the basis that they were interfering with Japanese economic recov- 
ery.” By July, 225 of the 325 designated firms had been removed from 
designation, and eventually only 11 of the original 325 companies were 
ordered to split and another 8 to make minor organizational changes. 
One of the members of a Deconcentration Review Board composed of 
U.S. businessmen sent to Japan in May 1948 to terminate the program 
expressed the prevailing sentiment in a memorandum that described the 
antitrust legislation as “bordering on (if not actually) the methods used 
by so-called communist States today.” In the words of one of the original 
supporters of the program, written as these events unfolded, ‘Facts of 
the last war faded . . . and conjectures on the next war took their place.”?” 

Although the archival record concerning the decision to abandon the 


27 CE. Soviet Press Translations 4 (1949), 615—16, for the Soviet response. The major article 
on the American Council on Japan is Schonberger’s “The Japan Lobby in American Di- 
plomacy, 1947-1952” (note 2 above). For economic deconcentration, see Hadley (note 
12 above), especially Antitrust in Japan, 166, 172, 174, 180. 
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economic democratization program contains the usual good portion of 
blunt and colorful confidential quotations, it is more important to keep 
in mind that this reversal of policy was plain for all to see. It flew in the 
face of Acheson’s old ‘‘will to war’ hypothesis concerning the structural 
roots of Japanese aggression, while giving concrete meaning to his more 
recent vision of the Japanese ‘“‘workshop.” And, every bit as much as the 
specter of a remilitarized Japan, it caused alarm and protest through most 
of the rest of Asia. 


The hard cold-war policy, 1949-1951 


The reconsideration of policy toward Japan obviously occurred at a time 
when U.S. officials were becoming profoundly pessimistic about trends 
elsewhere in Asia. In essence, they were envisaging the old Greater 
East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere (including Japan itself) turning Red and 
being harnessed to the Soviet Union: references to a ““Communist Co- 
Prosperity Sphere” or to communist-influenced ‘“‘Pan-Asiatic tendencies” 
actually appear in U.S. documents from this period.”® At the same time, 
U.S. officials now were also beginning to think explicitly of Japan’s role 
in a future global conflict between the United States and the Soviet Union— 
and from this it was only a short step to the logical next stage in strategic 
planning: the notion that it was not only necessary to deny Japan to the 
enemy but also essential to incorporate Japan in a positive manner in the 
U.S. cold-war strategy. When this step was taken, it marked the end of 
the soft cold-war policy. 

The “‘hard”’ or “‘positive”’ cold-war policy line involving Japan can be 
dated from June 1949, when, shortly after Secretary of Defense Louis 
Johnson had called for a coordinated policy ‘to contain communism”’ in 
Asia, the Joint Chiefs of Staff submitted a strong and controversial state- 
ment of U.S. security needs in Japan to the National Security Council, In 
this document, NSC 49, the Joint Chiefs declared that America must 
maintain strategic control of an “offshore island chain” in Asia, with all 
of Japan playing a pivotal role in this chain as a forward staging area 
from which U.S. military power could be launched against the Soviet 
Union. NSC 49 also endorsed the creation of a Japanese military and 
indicated that eventually this military could be expected to play a signif- 
icant role in the event of a global war between the United States and 


?8For the fascinating revival of “co-prosperity sphere” rhetoric, cf. Schaller, The American 
Occupation of Japan, 145, 179-80, 201, 205. 
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Soviet Union. In such a conflict, Japan would tie down the Soviets on 
their eastern front and thus prevent them from concentrating their forces 
against the United States and Europe in the west (unlike World War I, 
when the Soviet-Japanese neutrality pact had freed Russia in the east). 
This argument that Japan must play an active role in U.S. military pol- 
icy—in contrast to the soft cold-war policy, with its relatively passive 
emphasis on denying Japan to the communist enemy—was concisely ex- 
pressed in a basic JCS document of November 1949 that declared Japan 
“will be not only oriented toward the United States but also be actively 
allied with us in event of global war” (JCS 1380/75). Such thinking had 
indeed surfaced earlier, but now the Pentagon was placing it at center 
stage.?? 

After the outbreak of the Korean War one year later, the concept of 
the “offshore island chain” became a hotly debated issue in connection 
with a famous speech given by Secretary of State Acheson on 12 January 
1950. On that occasion, Acheson had spoken of a defense perimeter in 
Asia that extended from the Aleutians through Japan and the Ryukyus 
to the Philippines. Because he left out South Korea, the secretary was 
later criticized for having invited the communist attack. It is understand- 
able that this point of omission has attracted retrospective attention, but 
this has tended to obscure the positive thrust of the speech: the fact that 
the secretary’s strategic line explicitly included Japan and Okinawa. At 
the time Acheson spoke (a matter of months after the Soviet Union had 
become a nuclear power and the People’s Republic of China had been 
established), the United States was concretely building up its military ca- 
pability on Okinawa and the four main islands of Japan.*° 

This does not mean that there was unanimity in U.S. decision-making 
circles at this time. Following the presentation of NSC 49, the Pentagon 
and the State Department fell into a quarrel over policy toward Japan 
that was not resolved until September 1950, although both sides were in 
general agreement before then on the necessity of Japanese rearmament 
and long-term U.S. military bases in Japan. The more subtle aspect of the 
disagreement concerned how to appraise and respond to the psychologi- 
cal and political inclinations of the Japanese. Could Japan be incorpo- 
rated most effectively in the anti-communist camp by prolonging the oc- 
29NSC 49 (15 June 1949) and 49/1 (30 September 1949) are reprinted in Etzold and Gad- 
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cupation indefinitely, it was asked, or would a contrary policy of granting 
a peace treaty in the near future be more effective? In the view of the JCS, 
U.S. strategy in Asia now required exclusive and extensive control of 
airfields throughout the Japanese archipelago, plus the cautious devel- 
opment of Japanese forces for self-defense. At the same time, however, 
the military frankly acknowledged that they were not confident that Ja- 
pan would remain democratic or was sincerely committed to the anti- 
communist cause. Because they needed Japan but could not trust the Jap- 
anese, talk of a peace treaty was premature. 

State Department officials did not challenge their military colleagues’ 
skeptical view of the Japanese, as a circular cable to diplomatic posts 
abroad from the secretary of state himself in May rather crudely re- 
vealed. “Japs will either move toward sound friendly relations with non- 
Commie countries,” Acheson suggested, “or into association Commie 
system in Asia.”’ As the diplomatic wing of the bureaucracy saw it, how- 
ever, indefinitely prolonging the occupation might simply provoke the 
Japanese to the point where they would indeed become more favorably 
disposed to aligning with the ““Commie system.” 

In its first formal response to NSC 49 (NSC 49/1 of 30 September 
1949), the State Department reiterated its misgivings about the reliability 
of Japan’s pro-Western orientation, concurred that the Japanese would 
have to develop their own self-defense capacity, rejected the argument 
that it was premature to start planning for a Japanese peace treaty, and 
expressed grave misgivings about the vast network of bases that the Pen- 
tagon wished to maintain indefinitely in Japan. General MacArthur, while 
backing off from his earlier idealistic stance, argued that adoption of the 
Pentagon’s positive policy would threaten the communist countries and 
imperil Japan. “In any war,” the general commented in January 1950 in 
response to the general thesis advanced in NSC 49, “regardless of what 
happened their [the Japanese] islands would be destroyed.” 

Thousands of pages of “Secret” and ‘“‘Top Secret” arguments were 
devoted to these issues, but it should be noted (1) that the general prin- 
ciples (if not numbers) of long-term U.S. bases in Japan and Japanese 
rearmament had been agreed on by the first part of 1950 and (2) that the 
whole world was aware of the direction of the debate. By February 1950, 
several multimillion-dollar construction projects funded by congressional 
appropriations were under way to enlarge airfields and lengthen runways 
in Okinawa and Japan proper (and, as an attractive by-product, simul- 
taneously stimulate Japanese economic recovery through construction 
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contracts). At the same time, a series of well-publicized official U.S. mis- 
sions visited Okinawa and Japan, including, from 31 January to 10 Feb- 
ruary, the Joint Chiefs of Staff. The JCS Chairman, Omar Bradley, was 
quoted in the New York Times as observing that “the former enemy 
appeared to be not only the strongest bastion but just about the only 
tangible thing left of the fruits of victory in the Pacific.” Privately, the 
quotations were even pithier. In January 1950, when making the case for 
economic aid to Japan before the National Advisory Council, Joseph Dodge 
described Japan as a “‘springboard and source of supply.” An investiga- 
tive report to the Committee on Appropriations of the House of Repre- 
sentatives that same month identified Japan as the “west coast” of the 
United States.>? 

In Japan, prominent intellectuals organized against these trends as early 
as January 1950 by forming a Peace Problems Symposium (Heitwva Mon- 
dai Danwakai), which became the vanguard of the postwar Japanese peace 
movement. The Japanese government, conversely, sought to reassure the 
Americans of the wisdom of an early peace treaty by taking two bold 
initiatives, one secret and the other public. On 2 May the Japanese se- 
cretly offered to support post-treaty U.S. military bases in Japan, having 
concluded that the Americans would never end the occupation without 
such a guarantee. The Japanese informed the Americans that they had 
consulted leading legal authorities and been assured that post-treaty U.S. 
bases would not violate the Japanese constitution. Then, on 1 June, the 
Foreign Ministry issued a white paper that expressed Japan’s willingness, 
if necessary, to accept a peace treaty not signed by all belligerents—in 
other words, to accept a separate peace without the participation of the 
Soviet Union. 

The Japanese government was not at that point willing to undertake 
rearmament, however, as the conservative prime minister, Shigeru Yo- 


3! The position of the military is set forth in NSC 49, JCS 1380/75, JCS 1380/77 (10 Decem- 
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Dodge Papers for 1950. The House Appropriations Committee report (16 January 1950) 
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18 August 1950); 1282-88 (the State Department response); and 1293-96 (the joint 
Defense-State memo to the president of 7 September). NSC 60/1 of 8 September 1950, 
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shida, made emphatically clear to John Foster Dulles on 22 June. Dulles 
had been brought into the Truman administration in May as a special 
adviser to help resolve the deadlock between the Pentagon and the State 
Department and to prevent the peace treaty issue from becoming em- 
broiled in partisan politics. He chose to urge the Japanese to rearm as 
virtually the first item of business on his first visit to Tokyo. Yoshida 
enlisted MacArthur’s support in turning the request aside, and Mac- 
Arthur, in turn, urged Dulles to consider rehabilitating Japan’s idle war- 
related factories instead. Thus, when the North Koreans launched their 
blitz across the thirty-eighth parallel, post-treaty bases, Japanese rear- 
mament, and now even Japan’s industrial remilitarization were all al- 
ready on the table.** 

Actually, there was even more on the table. In the final days of 1949 
the National Security Council had distributed a lengthy summary paper 
on “The Position of the United States with Respect to Asia” (NSC 48/1). 
This, plus a wealth of prior and subsequent documents, carried projec- 
tions concerning Japan’s future economic role in the containment of 
communism in Asia to a new level of thinking. NSC 48/1 offered a suc- 
cinct three-part summation of the strategic importance of Asia to the 
United States: Control there would enhance the war-making potential of 
the Soviets; development of indigenous anti-communist forces would re- 
duce Soviet influence, save the United States money, and provide forces 
in the event of war; and certain raw materials available in Asia (especially 
tin and rubber) were of value to the United States. The catch phrase of 
basic military policy remained ‘‘a strategic offense in the ‘West’ and a 
strategic defense in the ‘East.’ ” 

NSC 48/1 was the master statement both of the balance-of-power the- 
sis pivoting on Japan and of U.S. anxiety concerning Japan’s political and 
ideological propensities. Traditional social patterns “‘antithetical to de- 
mocracy” remained strong in Japan, it was stated, and the country might 
easily veer to the political right or political left. The United States could 
only hope to hold it to a middle-of-the-road course. The paper acknowl- 
edged that the Soviet Union did not pose a direct military threat to Japan 
or to the rest of Asia for the foreseeable future, and it also recognized 
potential sources of friction between the Soviet Union and China. As 
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prior position papers had argued, Japan was expected to have to engage 
in substantial trade with China in the future. Indeed, such Sino-Japanese 
trade, subject to restrictions on strategic materials, could serve U.S. pur- 
poses by making important Chinese commodities (such as tungsten, an- 
timony, tung oil, and bristles) available to the United States, while draw- 
ing China closer to the capitalist economies. Although not mentioned in 
NSC 48/1, it is apparent from other archival sources that as of this date 
planners such as Kennan also looked forward to “‘the re-entry of Japa- 
nese influence and activity into Korea and Manchuria” as being “‘in fact, 
the only realistic prospect for countering and moderating Soviet influence 
in that area.” 9 

Beginning in the latter part of 1949, however, and with mounting 
intensity thereafter, planners in Washington began to look to Southeast 
Asia rather than China as the critical area for Japan’s future economic 
expansion. NSC 48/1 concluded with a general reference to the desir- 
ability of accelerating the integration of the Japanese economy with that 
of South and Southeast Asia; an earlier draft had noted even more pre- 
cisely “the mutually beneficial character of trade of a triangular charac- 
ter” linking the United States, Japan, and Southeast Asia. The triangular 
metaphor became a key one in the months and years ahead, although this 
“triangle’’ actually had four corners: Southeast Asia, as other documents 
made clear, in good part meant the European colonies. Indeed, when the 
emerging blueprint of trilateral U.S.-Japanese-Southeast Asian integra- 
tion was spoken of as an Asian version of the Marshall Plan or European 
Recovery Program, as also was frequently done, this, too, was somewhat 
misleading. In the first place, the United States did not regard the coun- 
tries of Southeast Asia as in any way equivalent to the shattered but 
industrially advanced nations of Western Europe; only Japan had this 
advanced capitalist potential. More subtly, given the colonial structure 
of Southeast Asia and its perceived economic importance to Europe, U.S. 
promotion of the security and economic development of the area could 
more accurately be seen as a supplement—but also possibly a detri- 
ment—to the European Recovery Program, rather than simply a “‘little 
Marshall Plan” for Asia. As a report on the subject prepared in mid-1948 
pointed out, the dollar earnings of Malaya, Indochina, and Indonesia 
played an important role in alleviating the dollar gap in trans-Atlantic 
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trade that plagued the British, French, and Dutch. The question that arose 
repeatedly in interagency discussions of promoting Japanese economic 
integration with Southeast Asia was whether this, too, would help the 
European nations by strengthening the Southeast Asian economies, or 
harm them by giving Japan a decided competitive edge in the southern 
reaches of its old “co-prosperity sphere.” 

Like the issues of Japanese rearmament and post-treaty bases, recom- 
mendations to promote the integration of the Japanese and Southeast 
Asian economies can be traced back to early 1947 but were not lifted to 
the level of “hard” policy until mid-1949. The State Department intro- 
duced the concept of a “great crescent” of containment extending from 
Japan through Southeast Asia to Australia and India in March 1949 (PPS 
51); the National Security Council distributed (but did not formally adopt) 
this concept the following July as NSC 51. Background commentaries on 
the concept made it clear that Southeast Asia would function primarily 
as a market and source of raw materials for both Japan and Western 
Europe. Even as Kennan was contemplating checking Soviet influence in 
Northeast Asia by promoting Japan’s economic reintegration with Korea 
and Manchuria, he was simultaneously giving attention to “the terrific 
problem of how the Japanese are going to get along unless they again 
reopen some sort of empire to the south.” At precisely the same time 
(October 1949), the CIA was talking about subsidizing the return of Jap- 
anese investors and trading companies to Southeast Asia, where their 
pre-1945 experience would serve them in good stead. On a parallel line, 
at least in the symbolic sense of resuscitating the architects and techno- 
crats of the Japanese empire, even as the Joint Chiefs of Staff and State 
Department were arguing that the United States could not afford to in- 
tervene militarily to save the Chinese Nationalists on Taiwan (a policy 
stated in NSC 48/1 and reiterated in basic NSC policy papers for China 
in March 1950), former Japanese military officers who had fought in the 
China War were secretly being sent to Taiwan to advise Chiang Kai-shek 
on how to retake the mainland.*4 

Tracy Voorhees, Draper’s successor as under secretary of the army, 


34The earlier draft of NSC 48/1 is quoted in Cumings, 36. Both Schaller and Borden doc- 
ument the emergence of the trilateral policy in great detail; for a concise summary, see 
Schaller’s “Securing the Great Crescent,” especially 398 ff., for references to the Euro- 
pean dimension of the linkage and the global problem of the “dollar gap.” Kennan’s 
comments on reopening a Japanese “empire to the south” are quoted in Cumings, ““The 
Origins and Development of the Northeast Asian Economy,” 18. The use of former Jap- 
anese military men by the Chinese Nationalists in Taiwan is discussed in Hata, Shirokua— 
Nihon Saigunbi, 162-65. 
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quickly identified the Japanese-Southeast Asia nexus as crucial to future 
anti-communist regional integration of Asia and devoted much of his 
time from the beginning of 1950 to designing an integrated military and 
economic aid package that would promote such interdependence. 
His proposals, too, made clear, again prior to June 1950, that the Jap- 
anese workshop was now being viewed as a potential arsenal for non- 
communist Asia, with military items being among the capital goods that 
Japan could export to its neighbors in the south. The first of many over- 
lapping U.S. missions to study the feasibility of such anti-communist re- 
gional integration was dispatched to Southeast Asia and Japan in January 
1950; and the first U.S. commitment of military aid to Indochina, Indo- 
nesia, Thailand, and Burma, made in early 1950 under the Military As- 
sistance Program, was undertaken in the context of these broader consid- 
erations. Shortly before the Korean War began, the State Department 
tentatively approved the creation of a huge “‘special yen fund”’ that was 
to be integrated with U.S. aid programs in a manner that would make 
the raw materials and markets of Southeast Asia more readily accessible 
to Japan.*° 

As in other critical areas of postwar U.S. planning (such as NSC 68 of 
April 1950, which called for tripling the U.S. military budget), the great 
significance of the Korean War insofar as Japan was concerned was that 
it facilitated and accelerated the implementation of policies that had al- 
ready been introduced and largely agreed upon at the highest levels. Jap- 
anese rearmament was initiated in July. The State-Defense deadlock over 
a peace treaty was solved by September, with the Pentagon agreeing that 
Japan’s allegiance could be best secured by an early peace treaty. The 
Japanese economy, which had been “disinflated” under the Dodge Line 
but appeared to be heading for a recession or even a bona fide depression, 
was pulled out of the doldrums by a dramatic “Korean War boom” (which 
coincided with the introduction of quality-control techniques by the 
American statistician J. Edwards Deming); and extremely ambitious plans 
were made, although not always carried out, for the long-term industrial 
remilitarization of Japan. 

Domestically, the hard cold-war policy was reflected in numerous areas 
of occupation policy, most notably actions designed to weaken the labor 


35For Voorhees and the intensified activities of early 1950, see Schaller, The American 
Occupation of Japan, 213-33; also Borden, Pacific Alliance, 124-42. For the “special 
yen fund,” see FRUS, 1950, VI, 1223-27. 
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movement and more radical Left. This accelerated internal “reverse course” 
also was clearly in train well before the Korean War began. Legislation 
enacted earlier in the occupation to protect organized labor was watered 
down beginning in the latter part of 1948. Starting at the end of 1949, 
the occupation authorities and Japanese government collaborated in a 
“Red Purge” of public employees that resulted in dismissal of some 11,000 
workers by June 1950; the great majority of these victims of occupation- 
style “McCarthyism” were union activists. In the wake of the Korean 
War, the Red Purge was extended to the private sector and resulted in 
the firing of almost exactly the same number of activist workers. While 
the Red Purges were being directed against the political Left, the ‘‘de- 
purge” of persons who had hitherto been prohibited from holding public 
or corporate office on the grounds of alleged militaristic or ultranation- 
alistic activities was initiated. In a fitting symbol of the swiftly changing 
political climate, the Japanese bureaucratic apparatus that had been cre- 
ated at the start of the occupation to handle the investigation and purge 
of persons deemed culpable of having contributed to repression and 
aggression before Japan’s surrender was redirected to focus on persons 
associated with the political Left from 1949.°° 

In April 1951, the CIA summarized Japan’s place in American stra- 
tegic planning as follows: 


Because of the strategic location of Japan, its industrial capacity, and its large 
pool of trained civilian and military manpower, Japan’s ultimate political align- 
ment will be a decisive factor in the balance of power in the Far East. If the 
Communists controlled Japan, they could: 
a. Safeguard the Communist controlled territory in Northeast Asia; 
b. Breach the US defense line in the western Pacific; , 
c. Strengthen the industrial and military power of the Soviet bloc, particularly 
in respect to shipping and sea power with the Far East; 
d. Facilitate Communist aggression in South and Southeast Asia; and 
e. Free Communist forces for deployment elsewhere. 
If, on the other hand, Japan were to be rearmed and aligned with the West: 


36Deming, later honored as the “father” of statistical quality-control practices in Japan, 
was invited by the Union of Japanese Scientists and Engineers in 1949 to teach industrial 
statistics in Japan; he convened his first eight-day seminar on the subject in Tokyo in July 
1950 (attended by 220 engineers). The outbreak of the war two weeks earlier fortuitously 
provided a setting of military-related mass production and rapid industrial reconstruction 
that permitted the “Deming method” to be adopted, as it were, at the ground floor. For 
aspects of the “reverse course” in domestic occupation policy, cf. Dower, Empire and 
Aftermath, 332-33 (the purge and depurge), 338-41 (labor policy), 365—66 (the “Red 
Purge”). 
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a. The West would benefit from the fact that the industrial and military re- 
sources of the nation were retained in friendly hands; 

b. Japan would provide a potential base for Western military power in Northeast 
Asia; 

c. The US would be able to protect its defense outposts in the Western Pacific; 
and 

d. Other non-Communist countries would be encouraged in their fight against 
the spread of Communism.°” 


The CIA study went on to speak of the theoretical capability of Japan to 
raise an army of up to a half-million within six months or a year after 
the country had agreed to rearm. Furthermore, the agency concluded that 
there were “enough trained workers in Japan to operate an industrial 
plant as large and productive as that maintained during World War II. 
... We estimate that within 12 to 18 months, a considerable portion of 
Japan’s former capacity to produce weapons and ammunition for the use 
of ground and naval forces could be restored.” The report also observed 
that South and Southeast Asia could “contribute significantly toward 
meeting Japanese requirements for food and such raw materials as iron 
ore, rubber, bauxite, tin, and cotton, and, to a lesser degree, petroleum,” 
provided the area did not come under communist control. 

Other internal reports not only accepted such projections but also urged 
something close to their full realization within the near future. Thus, the 
JCS reports in the months prior to the San Francisco conference made it 
clear that the military deemed it essential “to use Japan as a base for 
military operations in the Far East, including, if necessary, operations 
against the mainland of China (including Manchuria), the USSR, and on 
the high seas, regardless of whether such use is under United Nations 
aegis.” At the same time, the U.S. government looked forward to the 
establishment of a Japanese army of 300,000 to 325,000 men in ten fully 
equipped combat divisions by 1953. General Matthew Ridgway, who 
succeeded MacArthur in the spring of 1951, declared emotionally, “Upon 
such an Army, in the final analysis, the entire Far East will be dependent 
for stability and protection.” The creation of such a force, Ridgway went 
on, “with fighting spirit and ability equivalent to that displayed by Jap- 
anese Forces in World War II,”’ was “paramount” over any other long- 
range project in the Far East. As a matter of course, it was assumed in all 


3”Central Intelligence Agency, “Feasibility of Japanese Rearmament in Association with 
the United States” (20 April 1951), FRUS, 1951, VI, part 1, 993-1001. 
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confidential U.S. documents from this period that Japanese remilitariza- 
tion should and soon would be preceded by revision of Article Nine.*® 


The integrated cold-war policy, 1951-1952 


Almost two years elapsed between the outbreak of the Korean War in 
June 1950 and end of the occupation of Japan in April 1952, and it was 
not until fairly well into 1951 that U.S. policy toward Japan and Asia 
actually transcended the “nation by nation” approach that so many pol- 
icy makers had lamented and assumed more or less integrated form. The 
centerpiece of this coordinated regional policy was the peace treaty signed 
with Japan at San Francisco in September 1951, along with the three 
security treaties that accompanied this and linked the United States mili- 
tarily with Japan, with the Philippines, and with Australia and New Zea- 
land. Later the United States would also make security arrangements with 
South Korea (1953), the Nationalist regime on Taiwan (1954), and key 
countries of Southeast Asia (1954). Overall, these military pacts formed 
a patchwork pattern; there was no counterpart in Asia to the integrated 
structure of NATO. 

The peace treaty that Japan signed with forty-eight nations in San 
Francisco followed the prescriptions set down by Kennan and his Policy 
Planning Staff in 1947; it was concise and nonpunitive, free of any pro- 
visions for post-treaty controls, and designed to give Japan every oppor- 
tunity to emerge as a stable and prosperous member of the family of non- 
communist nations. No one at the time, of course, anticipated how greatly 
Japan would prosper under its regained sovereignty. On the contrary, in 
the early 1950s both U.S. and Japanese officials remained generally pes- 
simistic about the future prospects of Japan’s ‘“‘shallow economy.” At the 
same time, no one really foresaw exactly how the bilateral military re- 
lationship between the United States and Japan would unfold. It was 
not until the early months of 1952 that the actual details of the post- 
occupation U.S. presence in Japan were worked out, and the extensive- 
ness of the military installations demanded by the Americans far ex- 
ceeded Japanese expectations. For understandable reasons, neither the 
U.S. nor the Japanese government publicized the fact that Japan’s status 
38 FRUS, 1951, VI, part 1, 1258-59 (Chairman of the JCS to Secretary of Defense, 17 July 


1951); cf. ibid., 1432-36 (JCS to Secretary of Defense, 12 December 1951). For Ridg- 
way, see ibid., 1451-53 (20 December 1951). 
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under the bilateral security treaty and its enabling ‘‘administrative agree- 
ment” was less equitable than the status of any other nation that entered 
into a postwar security agreement with the United States—a condition 
that persisted until the security treaty was revised in 1960. 

The United States-Japan security relationship also did not develop pre- 
cisely as expected on another, more consequential front: Japanese rear- 
mament. Although the United States initially assumed that its goal of a 
300,000-man Japanese ground force would be met by 1953, the con- 
servative Japanese government resisted pressure for such rapid remilitar- 
ization and continued to do so over the ensuing decades. This resistance 
is well known, but the full range of reasons that Japanese leaders offered 
from the start is generally less well appreciated. In addition to arguing 
that the Japanese public would not tolerate such rapid remilitarization 
and that the economy could not support it, Prime Minister Yoshida also 
confided that he feared the United States would expect Japan to send 
troops to Korea if a large army suddenly materialized. (Japanese mine- 
sweepers did in fact participate secretly in the war.) Moreover, much like 
the queasy State Department and Pentagon advisers who worried about 
Japan’s ideological propensities, the prime minister also worried that too- 
rapid expansion would enable the new military to become infiltrated by 
“Reds.” Furthermore (in marked contrast to his American allies), Yo- 
shida was acutely sensitive to the terror and hostility a suddenly revived 
Japanese army would provoke throughout the rest of Asia, especially 
among those erstwhile anti-communist allies who still bore the physical 
and psychological scars caused by the debauchery of the imperial forces 
and their civilian camp followers. Finally, then and thereafter, Japan’s 
leaders also argued that such blatant and extensive militarization as the 
Americans demanded would require constitutional revision. Article Nine 
could be reinterpreted as permitting the maintenance of “national police” 
or “self-defense” forces, they argued, but not the immediate creation of 
an army one third of a million men strong; and it would be political 
suicide for the ruling conservatives to attempt to force constitutional re- 
vision on a public that was already leery about how far the “reverse 
course” might go. As they had ever since the prospect of Japanese rear- 
mament was first seriously broached in 1947-48, U.S. officials agreed 
that Japanese remilitarization on the scale desired required that the con- 
stitution be revised. They were not convinced, however, that this was 
actually as far beyond their capabilities as the conservatives claimed.*? 
39Cf. Dower, Empire and Aftermath, especially 369-400. 
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Militarily, the occupation thus did give way to a “fortress Japan” much 
as many Pentagon planners had hoped from mid-1949—but a fortress in 
which the Japanese garrison never became the substantial force Washing- 
ton desired. As U.S. policy makers had predicted ever since the “separate 
peace” concept was first mentioned in 1947, the linking of the “gener- 
ous” peace treaty to the bilateral United States-Japan security treaty was 
unacceptable to the Soviet Union, which attended the San Francisco con- 
ference but did not sign the peace treaty. The relationship between the 
San Francisco settlement and Japan’s relations with China was less pre- 
dictable and more convoluted, but ended in Japan’s isolation from China— 
against the wishes of most Japanese, including the conservative leader- 
ship. If the Japanese government’s successful resistance to pressure for 
more massive remilitarization showed the limits of U.S. power, Japan’s 
inability to pursue an independent China policy, despite its desire to do 
so, revealed the coercive and seductive power of the new Pax Americana 
in Asia. 

The containment of communist China represented the critical negative 
face of the integrated cold-war strategy in Asia. The evolution of this 
policy, culminating in 1951-52, can only be briefly summarized here. 
Until early 1950, both military and civilian U.S. planners generally as- 
sumed that Japanese trade with mainland China was inevitable, was es- 
sential to helping Japan escape the dollar gap and attain economic sta- 
bility, and might even be valuable in the cold-war context (by reintroducing 
Japan into Manchuria and North China as a “buffer” against the Soviet 
Union and by helping to ‘“‘wean” the Chinese communists away from the 
Soviets and toward the capitalist camp). Much of this line of thinking 
was embodied in NSC 41 of March 1949 and reiterated in NSC 48/1 and 
48/2 the following December. In the months prior to the Korean War, as 
the U.S. position toward China hardened, the Japanese were required to 
follow a stricter list of embargoed goods in their trade with China; none- 
theless, Sino-Japanese trade showed a conspicuous upturn in 1950, even 
after the Korean War began. 

Although occupied Japan was naturally forced to adhere to the full 
embargo on trade with China following China’s entry into the war 
in November 1950, it was still assumed in many quarters that Sino- 
Japanese relations would and should be resumed once the Korean War 
ended. Given the political volatility of the China issue within the United 
States and disagreements on the subject between the United States and 
its leading allies of the time, neither the communist nor the Nationalist 
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Chinese were invited to the San Francisco peace conference. The Japa- 
nese attended the conference, however, with the understanding that they 
would later be able to decide on their own what policy they wished to 
pursue toward China. This was also the British understanding of the sit- 
uation. By December 1951, however, it had been brought home to the 
Japanese that if they did not commit themselves to relations with the 
regime in Taiwan, they faced probable rejection of the peace treaty in the 
U.S. Congress—and thus an indefinitely prolonged occupation. 

During the final months of the occupation, the Japanese therefore ne- 
gotiated an independent peace treaty with the Chiang Kai-shek regime, 
along the lines of the San Francisco treaty. While this was taking place in 
Taipei, U.S. officials were secretly preparing the ground for locking Japan 
firmly into the economic containment of China. This policy culminated 
in September 1952 in the creation of CHINCOM (the “China Commit- 
tee’’), an adjunct to the secret CG (““Coordinating Group”) and COCOM 
(“Coordinating Committee”) mechanism whereby the United States and 
its allies planned trade controls against the Soviet bloc. Under the CHIN- 
COM arrangement, Japan did not simply agree to adhere to the lists of 
embargoed items that the other nations agreed upon; it was actually forced 
to agree to much more extensive restrictions on trade with China than 
any of America’s other allies.*° 

With the China market thus abruptly cut off, first by China’s entry 
into the war in Korea and then by fiat from Washington, the long- 
contemplated plan of integrating the Japanese and Southeast Asian econ- 
omies suddenly became a matter of urgent concern in both Washington 
and Tokyo. Viewed from this perspective, the integrated policy can be 
said to have been introduced to the world in the early months of 1951, 
when it was publicly christened with the somewhat misleading formal 
name of “U.S.-Japan economic cooperation.” This concept became the 
keynote of much top-level Japanese economic planning over the next sev- 
eral years, and it was understood by all concerned that U.S.-Japanese 
collaboration in the promotion of economic development in Southeast 
Asia was a critical part of the cooperative policy. 

The first Japanese economic mission to the nations to the south was 
dispatched by occupation authorities in mid-1951, and the prospects of 
*° Concerning Japan and the containment of China, see ibid., 400-14; Schonberger, “John 

Foster Dulles and the China Question in the Making of the Japanese Peace Treaty”; and 
Yoko Yasuhara, “Myth of Free Trade: COCOM and CHINCOM, 1945-1952” (Ph.D. 
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a revived co-prosperity sphere (but now one that replaced rather than 
included China) taxed the imagination and energies of innumerable Jap- 
anese Officials. In one of the revealing small touches of the San Francisco 
peace settlement, John Foster Dulles reintroduced the issue of the sus- 
pended reparations program, but with a twist. Japan, it was agreed, would 
pay reparations to its recent victims, but out of current production and 
with the primary objective of using these poyeens as an fone wedge 
for penetrating the Southeast Asia economies.* 

As it turned out, Southeast Asia did not materialize as an immediate 
replacement for the closed-off China market, partly because of the weak- 
ness of these nations’ economies and partly because the Southeast Asians 
nursed bitter memories and the reparations negotiations were protracted. 
What did materialize was an unexpected and immensely dynamic form 
of cold-war economic integration sparked by the conflict in Korea: the 
sudden burst of U.S. “special procurements” in Japan after June 1950 
and, what was even more significant, the routinization of such military- 
related purchases under the rubric ‘“‘new special procurements” begin- 
ning in mid-1951. In the ten years from 1951 through 1960, military 
procurements and expenditures pumped some $5.5 billion into the Jap- 
anese economy. This contributed greatly to military, economic, and tech- 
nological integration among Japan, the United States, and the rest of the 
non-communist world; and although the planners worked it into shape, 
the initial impetus was unplanned. As the Japanese conservatives were 
fond of saying, the war in Korea was—for them—an unexpected “gift of 
the gods.’*4? 


“1On the “U.S.-Japan economic cooperation” policy, see Borden, Pacific Alliance, 143-65, 
and Dower, Empire and Aftermath, 415-36. For reparations as a potential boon to the 
Japanese economy, cf. FRUS, 1951, VI, part 1, 1315-16. 

“2For procurement figures, see Borden, 230. 
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The Truman administration and the Korean War 


BARTON J. BERNSTEIN 


In his January 1953 farewell address, President Harry $. Truman cited 
his many momentous decisions, including dropping the atomic bomb on 
Japan; applying containment through the Truman Doctrine, Marshall 
Plan, and NATO to “save” Europe; integrating Japan and West Ger- 
many into a United States-led international system; and expanding mili- 
tary budgets and foreign military aid. ““Most important of all,” he de- 
clared, “we acted in Korea.” The administration’s commitment of U.S. 
troops to that war “established to the Kremlin,” he contended, “the de- 
termination of free peoples to defend themselves.”! 

The Korean War erupted openly on 25 June 1950, when the North 
Korean forces attacked South Korea on the recently divided peninsula. 
That invasion, following a few years of insurrections in South Korea and 
border incursions by both North and South Korea,” propelled the Tru- 
man administration during the next five days to intervene in what was 
basically an ongoing revolution and civil war. 

Despite some Republican criticism, Truman refused to seek a decla- 
ration of war and soon labeled this military intervention a “police ac- 
tion.” But he did want international legitimation, and thus his govern- 
ment gained United Nations (UN) Security Council resolutions (with the 
Soviet Union absent) declaring the North Korean attack a “‘breach of the 
peace,” calling on nations “to help repel the armed attack,” and creating 
a U.S.-directed UN command. In fact, the UN exercised no authority 


"Truman, Farewell Address, 15 January 1953, in Public Papers of the Presidents: 1952— 
53 (Washington: U.S. Government Printing Office, 1966), 1197-1200. 
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over the actual conduct of the war, and nations other than the United 
States and South Korea never contributed more than about 6 percent 
(fewer than 40,000 troops) of total Allied forces.? 

The war spurred the administration to redefine other commitments 
abroad. It increased aid to the French in Indochina and to the Philippines 
to put down left-wing revolutions, reversed its recently announced policy 
of disengagement from Nationalist China (Taiwan) and decided to sup- 
port Chiang Kai-shek, expanded military aid to Europe, and pushed for 
substantial European rearmament. The war meant the globalization of 
military containment—in effect, the massive U.S. rearmament policies 
called for in spring 1950 in the then secret (now declassified) National 
Security Council (NSC) Paper 68.* 

In the summer and early autumn of 1950, as U.S. troops and their 
South Korean allies began winning battles, both the administration and 
General Douglas MacArthur, the U.S. commander in the Pacific, decided 
to move beyond the original war aim of liberating South Korea and chose 
to cross the thirty-eighth parallel, the dividing line between the two Ko- 
reas, to unify the peninsula. After Chinese communist “volunteers” un- 
expectedly entered the war in late October, U.S. leaders became dis- 
tressed, but they regained their optimism when the Chinese forces broke 
off the engagement in early November. That optimism did not collapse 
until late November when “volunteers” massively entered the war and 
routed the United Nations forces. 

Soon after this bloody turn of the tide, the war became unpopular in 
the United States. Angry and frustrated citizens frequently demanded es- 
calation or withdrawal. The dialogue was both rancorous and narrow. 
Virtually none questioned the legitimacy of U.S. participation, only the 
wisdom of committing troops and pursuing limited war. After the virtual 
elimination of the domestic political Left in the few years before the war, 
the American political culture provided no ground for basic challenges 
or even probing questions: Wasn’t this a revolution and civil war, and 
not aggression? Were the Soviets the instigators? 

After the tide of war improved for the United States in late winter, an 
unhappy Truman, long chafing from dealing with the arrogant Mac- 


3 Walter Hermes, Truce Tent and Fighting Front (Washington: U.S. Government Printing 
Office, 1966), 513. 

4 Also see Robert Jervis, “The Impact of the Korean War,” Journal of Conflict Resolution 
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Arthur, fired him for insubordination because he had tried to block a 
settlement in Korea and because Western allies feared his reckless ways. 
Nevertheless, the administration periodically (but secretly) flirted with 
MacArthur’s strategies for a wider war and ultimately appointed another 
general, Mark Clark, who also hankered to take the war across the Yalu 
River. 

During Truman’s last twenty-one months in office, his administration 
struggled to achieve an armistice while restraining Syngman Rhee, South 
Korea’s president, from sabotaging the effort. Truman could not obtain 
the armistice on the terms he demanded, and his requirement of volun- 
tary repatriation of prisoners of war probably blocked a May 1952 set- 
tlement and prolonged the war into mid-1953. The war also unleashed 
ugly disputes in the United States, cost the United States billions of dol- 
lars and thousands of lives, and further narrowed the U.S. political con- 
sensus. But to Truman and his defenders then, and to many now, it was 
a necessary war to stop Soviet aggression and to protect the interests of 
the United States and its developing alliance system. 

Now, four-and-a-half decades after Truman became president and al- 
most four decades after he committed U.S. forces to the war, it is appro- 
priate to analyze his major decisions in intervening, expanding, and con- 
ducting the war. Why, for example, did his administration withdraw troops 
from Korea in June 1949 and then return them in June 1950 to fight? 
Why did the administration rebuff efforts at a settlement in summer 1950 
and, instead, soon expand the war into the North and toward the Yalu 
River? Was MacArthur chiefly responsible, as Truman and Dean Ache- 
son later charged, for the November 1950 debacle? How committed was 
the administration, as it publicly contended, to keeping the war limited? 
Why did Truman introduce, and stick to, the demand for voluntary re- 
patriation of prisoners of war? Running through the analysis of these 
problems are larger issues about the roles of domestic politics, concerns 
about the alliance, and the power of ideology in shaping the administra- 
tion’s behavior. And, finally, in this volume focusing on Truman and his 
presidency, it seems necessary to address, at least briefly, value-laden 
questions about the wisdom of his decisions in the Korean War and whether 
he overlooked better alternatives for the United States. 


The evolution of the policy of containment toward Korea 


Only very attentive rank-and-file Americans, who knew about the U.S.- 
Soviet disputes leading to,the creation of the two Koreas and the admin- 
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istration’s efforts to wring large Korean aid bills from Congress, recog- 

nized that Korea had become important to the Truman administration 

well before June 1950. Even most of these people did not know that the 

U.S. military occupation had overthrown left-leaning local governing 

committees in South Korea, blocked and reversed a social revolution there, 

relied heavily on former Japanese collaborators, and ultimately helped 
put into power Syngman Rhee, a shrewd and authoritarian leader.° 

The policy of containment, formally enunciated in the March 1947 
Truman Doctrine speech, was actually being considered for Korea in 1946. 
Indeed, from early 1947 until 25 June 1950 the issue within the admin- 
istration was how, not whether, to apply containment there. In this ar- 
gument, military officials frequently urged the withdrawal of U.S. troops 
but usually supported military and economic aid, while State Department 
officials campaigned for the continued stationing of those troops in Ko- 
rea and the granting of military and economic aid. 

As early as September 1946, presidential aide Clark Clifford recom- 
mended the strategy of containment for Europe and Asia, including Ko- 
rea. ‘The United States,” he wrote, “should support and assist all dem- 
ocratic countries which are in any way menaced or endangered by the 
U.S.S.R.” Arguing that “military support in case of attack is a last re- 
sort,” he turned first in his analysis to “some trouble-spots”’ in Asia. The 
United States should continue to strive for ‘‘a reconstructed and demo- 
cratic Japan and a unified and independent Korea.”’ The United States 
would have to make “‘a diligent and considered effort . . . if Soviet pene- 
tration and eventual domination [are] to be prevented.”® 

While declaring the Truman Doctrine, the president actually limited 
his aid program to Greece and Turkey. But in the secret congressional 
hearings, Dean Acheson, then under secretary of state, did include Korea 
loosely within the doctrine. The administration was already considering 
a large military aid program to shore up South Korea. “The line has 
been clearly drawn [in Korea] between the Russians and ourselves,” Ache- 
son argued and thus implied that U.S. power and prestige were already 
engaged.” 

5 The best analysis of the events in 1945—46 is Bruce Cumings, The Origins of the Korean 
War (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1981); cf., Charles Dobbs, The Unwanted 
Symbol (Kent, Ohio: Kent State University Press, 1981), 30—46. 

© Clark Clifford, “American Relations with the Soviet Union,” report to the president, Sep- 
tember 1946, printed in Arthur Krock, Memoirs (New York: Funk and Wagnalls, 1968), 
479. The paper was drafted by George Elsey and generally endorsed by George Kennan. 
(Kennan, “Comments on the Draft Entitled ‘American Relations with the Soviet Union,’ ” 
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Sharing this analysis, the Joint Chiefs of Staff (JCS) concluded that 
Korea was a country where “‘we alone have for almost two years carried 
on ideological warfare in direct contact with our opponents, so that to 
lose this battle would be gravely detrimental to U.S. prestige, and there- 
fore security, throughout the world.” For the JCS, the importance of 
Korea was not primarily its substance (its resources, population, or eco- 
nomic value to Japan) but its symbolism—what a loss there would be- 
token for our West European Allies, “which are of primary and vital 
importance to our national security.” To the JCS, the concept of security 
was not simply military but also political and psychological. Doubts about 
U.S. power and will could erode informal alliances elsewhere and under- 
mine trust. But because Korea would not be a good place for the United 
States to fight, according to the JCS, Korea should receive economic as- 
sistance only if America had the resources left after assisting countries of 
“primary” importance, including West European nations and Japan. In 
JCS calculations, Korea ranked fifteenth when judged by this expanded 
definition of “national security.’”® 

The concept of containment meant different things to different groups 
within the administration, depending on the perceived value (economic, 
military, political) of an area and the cost and type of assistance in apply- 
ing containment there. As a result, in April 1947, Secretary of War Rob- 
ert Patterson, while operating within the containment framework, could 
urge withdrawal of U.S. troops from Korea at “an early date” because 
the United States, and especially the War Department budget, could not 
afford the costs. He acknowledged the political value of Korea but min- 
imized its military value: It would not be a good place to fight in a general 
war, and because the planners believed that any future war with the So- 
viets was likely to be a general war, U.S. troops should be removed. In 
contrast, the State Department, stressing Korea’s political value, used de- 
laying tactics and emphasized the importance to U.S. prestige of retaining 
South Korea. What was at issue, basically, was a dispute over the com- 
ponents of “national security,” with each part of the bureaucracy em- 
phasizing the concerns primarily in its domain.? 


Origins of the Truman Doctrine, 80th Cong., 1st sess., 22. For earlier thinking about aid, 
see “Memorandum by the Special Inter-Departmental Committee on Korea,” 25 February 
1947, in FRUS, 1947, VI, 608-18. 
8 Joint Strategic Survey Committee, JCS, “United States Assistance to Other Countries from 
the Star4point of National Security,” 29 April 1947, in FRUS, 1947, I, 744-45. 
*Secretary of War (Patterson) to Acting Secretary of State, 4 April 1947, File 740.00119 
Control (Korea), Department of State Records (hereafter DS Records), Record Group 
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In early 1948, the military analysts triumphed by gaining Truman’s 
approval of NSC 8, which called for withdrawal of U.S. forces by 31 
December, continued economic assistance to Korea, and the effort to 
gain UN support for unification there. This NSC paper did not abandon 
containment in Korea, but it did abandon the military component of the 
policy while expressing the vague hope that Korea could be kept out of 
communist clutches. The United States, the paper warned, should not get 
so involved in Korea as to become embroiled in a war there even though 
a communist triumph on the peninsula “would enhance the political and 
strategic position of the USSR with respect to both China and Japan and 
adversely affect the position of the U.S. in this area and throughout the 
Far East, and might well lead to a fundamental alignment of forces in 
favor of the Soviet Union throughout that part of the world.” Put bluntly, 
the need to maintain U.S. prestige and to check Soviet power had to yield 
to exigency.!° 

By autumn, continuing political and economic deterioration in South 
Korea, as well as a major rebellion in one area, pushed State Department 
officials to plead successfully for a delay in the U.S. troop withdrawal. 
Only the U.S. presence, they argued, might stave off collapse and buy the 
newly created South Korean government time, with U.S. economic assis- 
tance, to stabilize South Korea.!! 

This State Department argument was strengthened by related Asian 
developments—the imminent fall of Chiang Kai-shek’s Nationalist gov- 
ernment on the mainland and the “‘reverse course” for Japan—that made 
Korea more important. If South Korea fell, warned Max Bishop, chief of 
the Division of Northeast Asian Affairs in the State Department, Japan 
would be bordered on three sides by communist territories, which would 
mean that the communists would use trade, political persuasiveness, and 
racial similarity to suck Japan into the Red orbit. Bishop’s analysis was 
an economic and political, not a military, domino theory.!? 

Japan would need markets—Southeast Asia, Korea, and even Taiwan. 


(hereafter RG) 59, National Archives (hereafter NA). Also see Report by the Ad Hoc 
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As one U.S. official explained in late 1948, “Our first concern must be 
the liberation of Manchuria and North Korea from communist domina- 
tion,” because this area could be so valuable economically in the recon- 
struction of Japan and its integration, as an industrial junior partner, in 
the U.S.-led international capitalist system. In this formulation, the aim 
was not simply containment in Korea but also “liberation.” ° 

Despite growing interest in protecting Korea for its value in the eco- 
nomic reconstruction of Japan, U.S. military officials continued to plead 
for an early withdrawal of troops from South Korea because it had “little 
strategic interest.” The Truman-approved compromise, hammered out in 
NSC 8/2 in March 1949, seemed a victory for the military—withdrawal 
of troops by late June. The new guidance emphasized that the troop with- 
drawal should be presented as “‘in no way ... lessening .. . US support 
of the Government of the Republic of Korea.””!4 

That spring, Truman and Acheson resisted Rhee’s pleas and threats 
for a security pact and the continued stationing of U.S. troops in South 
Korea. U.S. leaders resented Rhee’s threats and mistrusted him, but they 
did not believe they were abandoning South Korea.’ Rather, they be- 
lieved that U.S. aid would shore up South Korea and possibly make it (in 
Truman’s words) “‘a beacon to the people of northern Asia in resisting 
the control of the communist forces which have over-run them.”!¢ 

What would happen if North Korea attacked South Korea after U.S. 
withdrawal? Truman and most others in the administration had skirted 
this problem by assuming that an attack was unlikely. Directly address- 
ing this question in June 1949, the Department of the Army proposed 
that the United States should take the issue of aggression to the United 
Nations but that U.S. military intervention (termed “police action”’ in the 
paper) was “militarily unsound” and “‘should be considered [only if] all 
other methods have failed.”!” 


'3Economic Cooperation Administration (signed Joe) memorandum, 3 November 1948, 
Dean Acheson Papers, Box 27, HSTL, called to my attention by Bruce Cumings. 

'4NSC 8/2, 22 March 1949, in FRUS, 1949, VI, part 2, 969-78. 
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This suggestion of a police action is important. Until then, the military 
had assumed that war in Korea would be part of a world war and thus 
that Korea was the wrong place to fight. Now, for the first time, the 
concept of a limited war on the peninsula appeared in U.S. military plan- 
ning. Intervention, for the military, was still ‘‘militarily unsound,” but it 
might be considered if necessary. 

To U.S. leaders, such an attack, as the army’s paper noted, would be 
regarded as aggression. To the Korean Left, however, it could be the 
continuation of a revolution carried on by new means. As U.S. leaders 
knew, Rhee’s forces were especially busy in late 1949 suppressing revo- 
lutionary activity within South Korea. They largely succeeded in elimi- 
nating the Left in South Korea and thus ending the threat of revolution 
there. !® 

On 12 January 1950, in presenting a major address on the U.S. Far 
Eastern policy, Secretary of State Dean Acheson reaffirmed the U.S. eco- 
nomic commitment to South Korea. He placed it outside the defense pe- 
rimeter of areas where the United States would automatically fight, but 
he ambiguously noted that the people of the attacked area would be ex- 
pected to resist first and then to rely ‘upon the commitments of the entire 
civilized world under the Charter of the United Nations.” His carefully 
phrased statement, emerging from a handful of drafts of the speech cast 
over about a week, had been calculated to stress South Korea’s own re- 
sources and to leave the question of U.S. military intervention murky. He 
did not expect an attack from the North. He did not trust Rhee to refrain 
from starting a war, and perhaps he did not yet know what the admin- 
istration should do if the North did attack.!” 

Officials in the State Department had already begun to think along the 
lines of limited war. “Limited rather than total war” should be our con- 
cern, George Kennan, head of the State Department’s Policy Planning 
Staff, had concluded. The double blows of Chiang’s ouster from main- 
land China and the Soviet development of its atomic bomb in August 
1949 underscored such concerns. Well before work began in early 1950 
on NSC 68, U.S. officials were thinking about limited war, worrying about 
the Soviets or their proxies nibbling away parts of the “free world,” and 


18 John Merrill, “Internal Warfare in Korea,” in Cumings, ed., Child of Conflict, 152-55, 
159. Merrill also notes the powerful use of amnesty to siphon off support for the Left. 
19See drafts by Acheson and others, Dean Acheson Papers, Yale University, New Haven, 
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stressing that the United States must develop both the military forces and 
the political will to resist such aggression.?° 

Most often, as in NSC 68 (completed in April 1950), when policy 
makers considered the likely threats in Asia, they focused on Southeast 
Asia, not Korea. At the time, Southeast Asia, beset by a revolution against 
the French and valuable economically to Japan, seemed the most likely 
test. The logic of this analysis and the power of self-exhortation could 
lead U.S. policy makers to intervene in Korea if the crisis erupted there 
instead. They were not eager for a crisis, but they (especially Acheson) 
were becoming prepared, psychologically and ideologically, for a crisis, 
and they had long assumed that South Korea represented a significant 
U.S. interest in the cold war. By mid-1950, there was a willingness to go 
into a shooting war—to link military containment to economic contain- 
ment.”! 


The decisions to go to war 


When war broke out in Korea on Sunday, 25 June, U.S. Ambassador 
John Muccio cabled Washington to report that this was not just another 
border incident but a major attack.?? In Washington that Saturday eve- 
ning (fourteen hours behind Korean time), when Secretary of State Ache- 
son learned the news, he telephoned President Truman, then vacationing 
in Missouri, gained his approval to seek a UN resolution charging North 
Korea with a “break of the peace,” but also told Truman that there was 
no need for him to return to Washington.”? 

In Tokyo, General Douglas MacArthur, U.S. commander in the Pa- 
cific, had little initial interest in the events in Korea. He treated them as 
a minor matter, not requiring his attention and certainly not betokening 
a substantial American war.7* Unlike MacArthur, John Foster Dulles, a 
20NSC 48/1, 26 October 1949, in NSC Papers box, and printed in Department of Defense, 
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prominent Republican then in Tokyo negotiating the Japanese peace treaty, 
immediately called for committing U.S. troops if South Korea could not 
repel the attack, even though “‘this risks Russian counter moves.” In a 
cable also signed by John Allison, director of the State Department’s Di- 
vision of Northeast Asian Affairs, Dulles told Washington, “To sit by 
while Korea is overrun by unprovoked armed attack would start disas- 
trous chain of events leading most probably to world war.” 

Not until Sunday morning, when the situation in Korea seemed worse, 
did Acheson urge Truman to return to Washington, and they agreed to 
call a meeting of top advisers for that evening. Looking back on his mem- 
orable Sunday flight to Washington, Truman later recalled that he had 
spent his airborne hours thinking of other acts of aggression—Japan’s 
invasion of Manchuria in 1931, Mussolini’s invasion of Ethiopia, and 
Hitler’s march into the Saar and his overthrow of Czechoslovakia and 
Poland. The lessons of history, drawn partly from the 1930s, seemed 
clear to Truman. “It occurred to me” on that flight, Truman later said, 
that if the “Russian totalitarian state was intending to follow in the path 
of the dictatorships of Hitler and Mussolini, they should be met head on 
in Korea.” 6 

Despite Truman’s conviction that the Soviets had planned or insti- 
gated the invasion, there was no evidence, then or even now, that the 
Soviets had done so. Indeed, the most supportable interpretation is that 
the Soviets, though providing necessary military equipment, largely acceded 
to Kim’s plans. Nikita Khrushchev later reported in his memoirs that 
Kim Il Sung, the North Korean leader, had planned the invasion, pre- 
dicting that it would “touch off a revolution in the South.” When Kim 
asked Stalin for support, the Soviet ruler had delayed, asked Kim to think 
it over, discussed it with Mao, and then finally granted approval. “The 
war wasn’t Stalin’s idea, but Kim II Sung’s,” Khrushchev has empha- 
sized.2” To Kim, the attack (much like John F. Kennedy’s later hopes for 
the Bay of Pigs) was not to conquer but to liberate South Korea—to 
touch off what he believed was a festering revolution. To the Soviets, this 
Korean venture should have seemed low-risk and attractive—unlikely to 
provoke U.S. intervention and likely to reunite the peninsula under com- 
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munist leadership, thus creating a counterweight to Mao’s China and 
possibly inspiring leftists in Japan to block the U.S.-planned treaty. 

U.S. leaders never even considered that Kim might have been acting in 
semi-independence and had perhaps “jumped the gun” and attacked be- 
fore the Soviets expected—that he was actually conducting a civil war, 
the continuation of a Korean revolution of the Left. The Korean War 
was primarily a local war conceived and initiated for Korean reasons. To 
U.S. leaders, such ideas—if they had been entertained, and they were 
not—would have seemed bizarre. Ideology served as the prism through 
which experience was viewed, and that ideology for U.S. leaders stressed 
a near-monolithic communism under Soviet direction. From the Soviet 
Union, for example, U.S. Ambassador Alan Kirk speedily cabled his 
analysis: The attack was a “clear-cut Soviet challenge which . .. US should 
answer firmly and swiftly as it constitutes direct threat [to] our leadership 
of free world against Soviet Communist imperialism.”° 

Within hours of learning of the attack, State Department analysts agreed 
that the North Korean government “‘is absolutely under Kremlin control 
and [thus this] move against South Korea must be considered a Soviet 
move.” Like Kirk, these advisers stressed the threat to U.S. credibility 
and will, especially (in this order) in Japan, Southeast Asia, and Europe. 
“Soviet military domination of all Korea,” they warned, ‘“‘would give 
Moscow an important weapon for intimidation of the Japanese in con- 
nection with Japan’s future alignment with the US.”’? 

At Truman’s Sunday night (25 June) meeting with his major advis- 
ers—Acheson, Secretary of Defense Louis Johnson, the service secre- 
taries, the Joint Chiefs, and some State Department Asian specialists—all 
agreed that the Soviets had directed the attack and they focused on Soviet 
motives. A test of American will? A probe preparatory to an attack else- 
where??? 
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That night, as throughout the week of crisis, Acheson shaped the agenda 
and the dialogue. Outlining the issues, he gained Truman’s support for 
sending more military equipment to Korea (which MacArthur was al- 
ready doing) and having the navy evacuate Americans while the air force 
protected the evacuation. The president deferred decisions on two other 
Acheson proposals—expanding aid to Indochina and moving the Seventh 
Fleet to the Taiwan Straits. They agreed that the air force should make 
contingency plans ‘‘to wipe out the Soviet air force in the Far East” and 
that State and Defense should make a survey to determine where the 
Soviets might next act. 

At this session, most U.S. planners seemed delighted at the prospect of 
the challenge. ‘““We must draw the line somewhere,” asserted General 
Omar Bradley, JCS chairman, who received the approval of the president 
for his words. Bradley concluded “that Russia is not yet ready for war. 
The Korean situation offered as good an occasion for action in drawing 
a line as anywhere else.” But some military men warned against getting 
involved in a land war. Bradley himself “questioned the advisability of 
putting in ground troops particularly if large number were involved.” 
Secretary of the Army Frank Pace and Secretary of Defense Johnson joined 
Bradley, with Johnson warning bluntly that he ‘‘opposed . . . committing 
ground troops in Korea.” None probed this military counsel, for Truman 
and Acheson were not interested in such warnings. 

Admiral Forrest Sherman, chief of naval operations, stressed that Ko- 
rea was “a strategic threat” to Japan and recommended using the navy 
in the war. He thought that the ‘“‘Russians do not want war now but if 
they do they will have it.” General Hoyt Vandenberg, air force chief of 
staff, acknowledged that the Soviets might enter the war, agreed “that 
we [must] stop the North Koreans,” acknowledged that atomic bombs 
would be required to knock out Soviet bases in the Far East, and seemed 
to be itching for the air force to be sent to the war. 

Although the pressures for U.S. intervention in the war were building 
among U.S. officials, some advisers were also warning the administration 
not to challenge Soviet prestige directly. They wanted to give the Soviets 
room to maneuver, feared locking them into an intractable position, and 
recommended against charging the Soviets with responsibility for the war. 
This strategy, advisers hoped, might allow the Soviets to stay out of the 
war or possibly even to call it off.>! 
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Truman was moving slowly and steadily—perhaps in ways he did not 
foresee—to a greater commitment in Korea. “Korea,” he told an aide on 
Monday, 26 June, “‘is the Greece of the Far East. If we are tough enough 
now, if we stand up to them like we did in Greece three years ago, they 
won’t take any next steps. But if we just stand by, they’ll move into Iran 
and they’ll take over the whole Middle East. There’s no telling what they’ll 
do, if we don’t put up a fight right now.’ 

With the situation in Korea worsening, the president met again with 
his advisers. At their Monday night session, he committed the air force 
and navy to the war in the South, agreed to place the Seventh Fleet in the 
Taiwan Straits, thus ending the policy of disengagement from Chiang, 
and increased aid to Indochina and the Philippines. The administration 
believed that the United States could not afford communist triumphs in 
these areas, for U.S. prestige and power would seem impaired. And in 
the case of Taiwan, with its powerful lobby in America, how could Tru- 
man explain a military commitment to aid Korea, from which he had 
recently withdrawn forces, if he did not also protect Chiang? The new 
informal alliance between Taiwan and the United States was conceived 
in political necessity for the Truman administration, not in affection and 
trust.*3 

At the Monday night session, General J. Lawton Collins, army chief 
of staff, stressed that “the military situation was bad” and warned that 
the air force might not be able to reverse the tide of war. Acheson said 
“that it was important for us to do something even if the effort was 
unsuccessful.” Secretary Johnson agreed, saying that “even if we lose 
Korea this action would save the situation.’ Johnson, cautious, believed 
that the military commitment should by sharply limited, that troops should 
not be deployed, and that even a limited commitment would reestablish 
the credibility of U.S. power and will. 

Truman pushed beyond such cautious counsel. He said he had “done 
everything he could for five years to prevent this kind of situation. Now 
the situation is here and we must do what we can to meet it.” He was 
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willing to meet the test, to stand up to the Soviets by opposing what he 
deemed their proxy force. He had not formally made the next major 
decision, the commitment of ground troops, but he seemed ready to do 
so, if necessary. For him, his successes in defeating what he defined as 
earlier Soviet challenges—the Truman Doctrine for Greece and Turkey, 
the airlift to overcome the Berlin blockade—emboldened him to meet this 
test. 

When Truman met with congressional leaders on Tuesday, 27 June, 
he made it clear that “the United States was now committed to defend 
South Korea.” Explaining this escalating commitment, Acheson said that 
many West European governments were in “‘a state of near-panic as they 
watched to see whether the United States would act or not.” “If we let 
Korea down,” Truman argued, “‘the Soviets will keep right on going and 
swallow up one piece of Asia after another. We had to make a stand 
some time, or else let all of Asia go by the board. If we were to let Asia 
go, the Near East would collapse and no telling what would happen in 
Europe.”’ Although his military advisers were unsure whether the United 
States had adequate forces to meet the threat, Truman cavalierly assured 
the congressmen that it did.>* 

Late Tuesday evening, the Security Council (with the Soviets absent), 
at the behest of the United States, provided legitimation for Truman’s 
military intervention in Korea by calling upon UN nations “‘to help repel 
aggression.” Led by the United States, the Security Council rejected Yu- 
goslavia’s resolution for UN mediation of the dispute, including an invi- 
tation to North Korea to participate in the UN mediation process.*> 

Slowly, Truman was edging closer to the commitment of ground troops 
in the war. At a special NSC meeting on Wednesday, 28 June, according 
to Philip Jessup, Truman said that “‘if the difficulties in Korea increased 
instead of our meeting with quick success, he didn’t intend to back out 
unless there should develop a military situation which we had to meet 
elsewhere.”°6 

Nearly every day during this critical week, as the reports of deterio- 
ration in Korea reached the White House, Truman expanded the U.S. 
commitment. On 29 June, he acceded to Secretary of the Air Force Thomas 
Finletter’s request to let the air force cross the thirty-eighth parallel and 
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to the JCS request to deploy troops to establish a beachhead at Pusan.?” 
Acheson had supported both requests. The only remaining question was 
whether a great number of U.S. ground troops would be needed, and that 
judgment rested on the progress of the war—the success of the North 
Koreans and the failure of the South. 

In large measure, what liberated Truman to expand his commitment 
was Thursday’s Soviet message, which State Department specialists inter- 
preted to mean that the Soviet Union would not intervene in the war. The 
Soviet communication seemed mild, stating that the “Soviet Government 
adheres to the principle of the impermissibility of interference by foreign 
powers in the internal affairs of Korea.”* According to State Depart- 
ment specialists, the United States would be free to “‘save’”’ South Korea 
and reaffirm containment without stumbling into a world war. Strangely, 
Chou En-Lai’s statement, interpreted in Washington as “‘perhaps indicat- 
ing that Chinese troops would be thrown into the fighting,” did not give 
Truman, Acheson, and their aides pause. Then, as later, their concern 
was primarily the Soviet Union, not China.?? 

At lower levels in Washington, there was bellicosity, indeed almost 
recklessness. On 29 June, at a session of the NSC consultants, for ex- 
ample, advisers talked about bombing Manchuria if China entered the 
war, possibly using the atomic bomb. They even said that it might not be 
a bad time for war with Russia. “If we caught Chinese Communists in 
South Korea,” according to George Kennan, who had recently stepped 
down as director of the Policy Planning Staff, “‘we could . . . even bomb 
-in Manchuria.”” Major General Richard Lindsay, deputy director for 
strategic plans, warned that “if we bombed in Manchuria with conven- 
tional bombs we would lose some of our capability of using atomic 
weapons if they later became necessary.” He implied that the best targets 
would be destroyed and thus the atomic bomb would not dramatically 
demonstrate its impact. Kennan, while forecasting that the Soviets would 
probably “exploit Asiatic satellites against us . .. because there was no 
risk involved for the USSR,” also remarked that if the Soviets “got into 
a war now they would have stumbled in, and in the long run this might 
be the best decision for us.’’ Apparently he meant that the Soviet Union 


37Jessup, “Meeting of the NSC in the Cabinet Room at the White House,” 29 June 1950, 
File 795.00, DS Records. 

38Soviet message cited in Ambassador Kirk to Secretary of State, 29 June 1950, FRUS, 
1950, VII, 229-30. 

39 Jessup, “‘Meeting of the NSC in the Cabinet Room at the White House,” 29 June 1950, 
File 795.00, DS Records. 


The Truman administration and the Korean War 425 


was weaker in 1950 than it would be later, and therefore it would be 
easier to defeat with less damage to the United States.*° 

Truman and his close advisers were not so daring or reckless in June, 
but the president and Acheson were ready to commit ground troops. The 
triggering event was the Friday request, on 30 June, from General 
MacArthur, who, having just surveyed the spreading wreckage of South 
Korean forces, asked Washington to authorize the dispatch to Korea of 
a U.S. regimental combat team and two divisions. Awakened in the middle 
of the night, Truman, without consulting aides, promptly approved the 
request for the combat team. After an early morning meeting with Ache- 
son, Johnson, the Joint Chiefs, and a few others, the president also au- 
thorized the two divisions. 

Meeting with congressional leaders a few hours later, Truman strangely 
chose to conceal this momentous decision. He informed them that 
MacArthur “has been authorized to use certain supporting ground units.” 
He explained disingenuously, “Our present plan is just to keep commu- 
nications and supply lines open” in Korea. At this meeting, Senator Ken- 
neth Wherry, a McCarthyite Republican from Nebraska, demanded that 
Truman consult Congress before he committed a substantial number of 
troops, and Truman promised to do so. While concealing his morning 
decision, Truman said there had been a weekend crisis a few days before 
and he had had to act without consultation. “‘I just had to act as Com- 
mander-in-Chief, and I did.’’*! 

Before Truman’s decision of 30 June, Senator Robert A. Taft, a prom- 
inent GOP conservative called “Mr. Republican,” announced that he feared 
that the administration might move to war without a declaration of war. 
Believing that modern Democratic presidents had usurped the Constitu- 
tion, Taft pleaded unsuccessfully for such a declaration before a commit- 
ment of force.** Truman and Acheson, later explaining that they had 
feared that the declaration might be delayed by time-consuming debate, 
argued that they had to act promptly in the national interest. Congress 
could be too slow; the executive had to seize the initiative.*% 

On 1 July, the day after Truman’s decision, John Foster Dulles pri- 
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vately questioned it. The commitment of troops might mean the overex- 
tension of U.S. military power, he warned some administration advisers. 
Reversing his advice of 25 June, Dulles was echoing MacArthur’s coun- 
sel, given to Dulles just a few days earlier in Tokyo, that the United States 
could not be a land power in Asia and should not get involved in a land 
war there. Wouldn’t Korea be another Dunkirk? Dulles asked military 
leaders. How many troops would be needed? How long might the war 
last? Evading these pointed questions, the military leaders explained that 
they had reversed their 1949 endorsement of withdrawal of forces from 
Korea because political leaders—Truman and Acheson—wanted to com- 
mit troops to the war.“ 

Truman and Acheson were the guiding spirits in making this decision. 
Military leaders acceded. They had strategic doubts but shared the con- 
sensus on the need to stop communism. By Sunday or Monday, 25 or 26 
June, they understood that Truman did not want to hear their wary counsel, 
so they stopped raising questions and expressing doubts. 

Under Truman and Acheson, the administration plunged the nation 
into war to establish credibility to block likely Soviet moves elsewhere; 
and to make clear that the United States would not accede to Soviet at- 
tacks or aggression by proxy in the Middle East, Asia (especially Japan), 
and Europe. In short, action in Korea was an important symbol; when 
they thought about its substance, their primary concern was about Ko- 
rea’s strategic location in regard to Japan—a communist Korea, pointed 
like a dagger, could threaten Japan psychologically and militarily. Be- 
yond that, they recognized that Korea had an important role in the Asian 
economy and that the loss of Korea could disrupt the Pacific basin and 
especially injure Japan’s economy. For them, in summary, Korea was the 
first of the dominoes. 

In June 1950, U.S. domestic politics supported the administration’s 
commitment and even reinforced the administration’s inclinations during 
the week. Fears of McCarthyite attacks, following charges about the “loss” 
of China, may have subtly helped to push Acheson and Truman in the 
direction that for other reasons they wished to go. Their toughness in 
Korea might defuse possible attacks and reestablish the fierce anti- 
communist credentials of the administration. But domestic politics did 
not compel the administration to send troops into the war.*® 
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Had Truman and Acheson wished to avoid this commitment, they 
could have devised strategies for protecting themselves politically at home. 
They could have easily parried charges that the administration had left 
South Korea militarily unprepared. Because many congressmen, espe- 
cially Republicans linked to the China lobby, had resisted the Korean aid 
bill earlier that year, the administration would have found it easy to blame 
the GOP for failing to protect South Korea. And the administration might 
have skillfully co-opted some Republicans by privately warning them of 
the perils of intervention—that, as Dulles feared, another Dunkirk was 
possible. 

Significantly, in late June 1950, few major newspapers, politicians, or 
columnists were out in front of the administration in proposing U.S. mil- 
itary intervention in the war. Many called vaguely, but always vaguely, 
for support for South Korea. Support could mean equipment, money, 
and words. They did not urge deployment of the navy and air force be- 
fore 26 June, when the administration took such action, or of ground 
troops before 30 June, when Truman committed them. On 27 June, for 
example, after surveying the media and the mainline politicians, the State 
Department reported that few of those surveyed recommended commit- 
ting troops and many contended that the United States “should stop short 
of involving American troops. .. . A meeting of Republican members of 
Congress agreed that ‘the incident’ should not be used as a provocation 
for war.” *¢ 

Between 26 and 30 June the domestic political situation was suffi- 
ciently fluid that the administration, after sending equipment to South 
Korea, might have chosen either military intervention with ground forces 
or nonintervention. Whichever route the administration chose, it could 
have shaped the dialogue within the anti-communist culture at home. 
Intervention fanned the flames of expectations and built fires of hope that 
would ultimately injure the Truman administration. 


Containment, liberation, and the route to debacle 


Containment was a doctrine of resistance to communism with the hope 
of creating “the seeds of destruction” within the communist system. This 
doctrine could easily spill over into liberation—the speedy rollback of 
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communist influence. In Korea, a policy instituted in late June 1950 to 
restore the status quo ante quickly turned into a quest for unification and 
liberation. 

In July, with UN forces struggling at the southern end of Korea, Tru- 
man and Acheson rejected the British and Indian proposals for a settle- 
ment in the war, because the terms included admission of China to the 
United Nations. Acheson explained that such a concession would “‘whet 
Communist appetites and bring on other aggressions elsewhere.” The 
British, fearful that the United States would become too involved in Ko- 
rea and thus unable to meet more important challenges in Europe, argued 
that Acheson and Truman were unwisely missing an opportunity to weaken 
the Soviet-Chinese alliance by making an overture to China.*” 

Even if Truman and Acheson had wanted to let China join the United 
Nations, endorsing such a move would have provoked great antagonism 
in the United States and charges of appeasement. Domestic politics rein- 
forced the Truman-Acheson inclinations, and the continuing war kept 
open the options for rearming the United States and Western Europe. It 
was not that Truman and Acheson cynically rejected a settlement that 
summer in order to achieve these other goals, but rejection strengthened 
their arguments for rearmament. 

Even before U.S. troops ended the rout in mid-summer and began 
moving back toward the thirty-eighth parallel, many U.S. leaders looked 
forward to crossing the parallel and uniting the peninsula. MacArthur’s 
bold mid-September victory at Inchon nourished these hopes. Occasional 
warnings from Kennan and Paul Nitze, among others, could not dampen 
the enthusiasm of John Allison; Dean Rusk, assistant secretary of state 
for Far Eastern affairs; and, most important, Acheson and Truman.*® 

Liberation of Korea was part—but not an essential part—of Acheson’s 
assertive foreign policy, which also included larger military budgets for 
the United States and its European allies, the rearmament of Germany, a 
peace treaty with Japan plus bases there, and assistance to France to put 
down the revolution in Indochina. Unification of Korea would be a valu- 
able triumph. It would weaken communist morale, protect and expand 
markets for Japan, and remove the threat of a partly communist Korea 
aimed at Japan. In Asia and Europe, according to Acheson’s strategy, 
communism would be halted, perhaps even rolled back. 
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Would China or the Soviet Union block this strategy in Korea? Ache- 
son judged that the Soviets would probably not intervene, and he was 
sure that China would not. His analysis of China’s actions was a curious 
amalgam of hopeful assumptions producing unwarranted conclusions. 
He assumed that the Soviet Union alone sponsored the North Korean 
attack and therefore that China had no stake in defending North Korea 
or in stopping the United States from uniting Korea. As he repeatedly 
and publicly lectured the Chinese, Acheson believed that the great threat 
to China was Soviet imperialism, not the United States.4? Even Truman, 
who privately believed that the Chinese government was “nothing but a 
tool of Moscow,” also publicly tried to reassure the Chinese leaders: 
“We hope ... that China ... will not be misled or forced into fighting 
against the American people, who .. . are their friends.’°° 

In September, the administration began to make plans to cross the 
thirty-eighth parallel and unite the recently divided nation. At first, the 
plans reflected anxieties (which mostly concerned possible Soviet entry), 
but these were assuaged as the month wore on and UN forces met suc- 
cesses.°! The decision in Washington corresponded with the hopes and 
expectations of MacArthur who, after his dramatic victory at Inchon, 
did not wish to be denied the opportunity of vanquishing the North Ko- 
reans, establishing U.S. superiority, and thus, in his formulation, teaching 
the Soviets a lesson and blocking communist aggression elsewhere. 
MacArthur, a general with a staunch domestic constituency, would have 
been difficult to restrain from moving toward unification, but there was 
no conflict between him and Washington, because everyone sought the 
same goal and believed that it could be achieved. 

They all minimized or ignored China’s warnings that it would inter- 
vene if U.S. forces crossed the parallel.°? Truman, Acheson, and George 
Marshall, now secretary of defense, did worry about General Mac- 
Arthur’s attempts to redirect U.S. policy elsewhere in Asia and to plead 
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his case and injure the administration at home. To restrain MacArthur 
from such disruptive ventures and to bask in the reflected glory of the 
general’s recent victories, President Truman, with his party facing the 
November 1950 elections, flew halfway around the world in mid- 
October to meet with MacArthur. In their conversations, the president 
and the general did not dwell on China’s entry into the war, which every- 
one deemed unlikely, but on how soon they could end the war, how 
many American troops could then be sent to Europe, and how a united 
Korea should be economically reconstructed.*? 
In late October, the unexpected occurred: Chinese communist “vol- 
unteers” did attack the UN forces in Korea. But U.S. policy did not change. 
There was a flurry of fear, a burst of reassessment, but no call for retreat. 
Soon after Chinese forces broke off the battle on 7 November, U.S. policy 
makers returned to their earlier optimism. On 9 November, for example, 
they canvassed various possibilities (even negotiations with China) but 
decided that there was no crisis, certainly no imminent disaster. Mac- 
Arthur did not intimidate and thus bar the JCS and Acheson from revis- 
ing the general’s orders and halting his march toward the Yalu. Rather, 
these Washington leaders persuaded themselves that no massive Chinese 
entry could occur, and that victory was still within grasp; their estimates 
and MacArthur’s nicely dovetailed.** 
This optimism is revealed in the minutes of Acheson’s discussion with 
his associates on 21 November. That day, just a week before the massive 
Chinese intervention, Acheson and Marshall agreed that MacArthur should 
continue marching toward the Yalu, and they discussed whether to create 
a buffer zone along the Yalu before or after victory.°> MacArthur was 
authorized to move toward the Yalu, but the Joint Chiefs did suggest 
that he might pull back after reaching the Yalu, if there was no effective 
resistance, and thus he could create a de facto buffer zone. When 
MacArthur, desiring a complete victory, counseled his superiors that 
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they were being unduly cautious, they backed down from their sugges- 
tion.°° 

Like Acheson and Marshall, MacArthur wanted to assert U.S. strength; 
their major expressed differences were on how to settle the war after 
defeating the enemy in Korea. But unlike Acheson, Marshall, and the 
JCS, all of whom wanted to stop near the Yalu, MacArthur seemed to be 
seeking to extend the war to China—precisely as China feared and as the 
administration promised would not happen. 

U.S. promises (statements by Truman and Acheson) that China’s bor- 
ders would be inviolate were unconvincing to China, as its public decla- 
rations in mid-November made clear. How could China trust America, 
the Chinese publicly asked, when Truman was supporting Syngman Rhee, 
who had pledged that UN armies would cross the Yalu?*” 

On 28 November, China made it dramatically clear that U.S. promises 
had not met its needs. That day, frustrating MacArthur’s promises and 
Acheson’s aims of easy unification of the peninsula, about 250,000 Chinese 
troops attacked the UN forces. ‘““We face an entirely new war,” a desper- 
ate and unhappy MacArthur cabled Washington. The United States had 
moved into a debacle.** 

In later years, Acheson and other administration stalwarts, as well as 
many independent analysts, would blame the disaster on MacArthur.°? 
It was his fault, but not his alone. Washington and he shared the same 
aims, the same information, and the same estimates of likely Chinese 
behavior. It might have been politically difficult for the administration to 
restrict MacArthur’s advance in mid-November, but what is most impor- 
tant, Acheson and others did not want to do so. They did not want to 
restrain him because they were sure that he would be successful and thus 
they saw no reason for great caution. 

Truman and Acheson had refused to interpret the initial Chinese in- 
tervention of late October and early November as a warning. Even after 
the late November debacle, they insisted that the Chinese action was 
“unprovoked aggression,” not a response to U.S. provocation. When Asians 
and Europeans in 1950 argued that China had intervened to protect in- 
terests that seemed threatened by U.S. action, Acheson, in words similar 
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to MacArthutr’s, bitingly dismissed such explanations as an unwillingness 
to face “hard facts.” 


Struggle over a wider war 


The massive Chinese entry of late November 1950 enraged and alarmed 
Americans, provoked more thoughts about using nuclear weapons, un- 
leashed pleas by MacArthur and others for a wider war, and frightened 
European allies who feared a global conflict. 

In Washington, amid the sense of panic in late autumn, advisers talked 
about abandoning Korea and Taiwan. Acheson, himself, was eager for a 
cease-fire but feared that the United States would lose prestige by request- 
ing it. Puncturing the gloom, Admiral Forrest Sherman emphasized that 
“we had lost the campaign, but not a war.” He proposed that the United 
States “tell the Chinese Communists to get out of Korea or face war” 
against its heartland. 

Acheson, stressing U.S. global interests, feared extending the war to 
China and risking the intervention of the Soviet Union. “Then we would 
fight without allies on our side,” he warned. He chafed that “we are 
fighting the second team [China], whereas the real enemy is the Soviet 
Union.” He even suggested that the Soviet Union might want America to 
get into a deeper war with China and thus squander resources that oth- 
erwise would help build up Europe. 

The fear of a domino effect—psychological and geographical—domi- 
nated thinking in Washington. JCS Chairman Bradley warned that a de- 
feat in Korea could mean losing Taiwan and Indochina. “The Germans 
are already saying that we are weak,” he complained. “Appeasement is 
gaining in Europe.” For most advisers, the great fear was that a defeat in 
Asia would injure U.S. interests in Europe, still the primary long-run con- 
cern of U.S. global policy. 

General J. Lawton Collins, army chief of staff, had already warned his 
associates that the United States might use atomic weapons, and he had 
called secretly for the selection of targets.6 In what may have been a 
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calculated threat, Truman implied at his press conference on 30 Novem- 

ber that he might drop nuclear weapons in Korea.™ His statement pro- 

voked some hostile mail but also considerable enthusiasm in the United 

States. But in Europe it produced horror. British Prime Minister Clem- 

ent Attlee rushed to Washington to urge caution. The resulting Anglo- 

American communiqué, patching over differences, expressed Truman’s 

hope that nuclear weapons would not be necessary.® 

Perhaps wisely, Truman never stipulated under what conditions he 
might use such weapons. If thousands of U.S. troops had been confronted 
with annihilation or surrender, as had almost happened to a marine di- 
vision in December, he would have felt sorely tempted to use the weap- 
ons. For him, as for many U.S. leaders, the major constraints were the 
likelihood of Soviet nuclear retaliation and the defection of NATO allies, 

Truman also had to deal with his Pacific commander, whose desires 
to widen the war frightened NATO allies and threatened the alliance 
itself. Truman never trusted MacArthur, feeling that he “is a supreme 
egotist, who regards himself as something of a god.”®* Truman’s strategy 
was to try to avoid clashing with MacArthur while restraining the gen- 
eral’s more dangerous impulses. An open confrontation, the president 
feared, could injure the administration at home, where MacArthur had 
substantial support, and impair U.S. prestige abroad. 

MacArthur’s bureaucratic strategy was to stretch and twist Washing- 
ton’s orders, to feign innocence and surprise when he was lectured or 
scolded, and to continue guilefully to push for the policies he desired. 
Unlike Truman and Acheson, MacArthur, after a flurry of wild talk about 
withdrawing from Korea, wanted to win the war as the tide of battle 
changed in favor of the UN forces during the late winter. While the ad- 
ministration prepared to accept a divided Korea, MacArthur became more 
eager to press on to victory. He still sought “liberation.” Whereas his 
Washington superiors understood that a quest for victory in Korea would 
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weaken the U.S.-led alliance in Europe, MacArthur believed that victory 
in Asia would make Europe more secure by establishing faith in U.S. 
power and will. 

On 23 March 1951, MacArthur sabotaged the administration’s plan 
for seeking a truce in Korea when he demanded that the communists 
surrender and threatened otherwise to defeat them on the battlefield. The 
same week, he sent to Speaker Joe Martin, a Republican, a letter (not 
made public until 5 April) rejecting the administration’s policy of limited 
war in Korea. He recommended using Nationalist Chinese troops and 
attacking China. “‘[If we lose this war to communism in Asia] the fall of 
Europe is inevitable,’ he warned. “Win it—and Europe most probably 
would avoid war and yet preserve freedom . . . we must win. There is no 
substitute for victory.” 

MacArthur’s proposal was actually quite similar to the secret counsel 
given to Truman by the JCS and W. Stuart Symington, chairman of the 
National Security Resources Board, in mid-January, when the UN forces 
had seemed near defeat. The JCS had wanted to blockade China, aid 
Chiang Kai-shek’s forces in attacking China and, if necessary to save U.S. 
troops, expand the war to China. Symington had reached beyond these 
notions to prepare a bold global plan that included attacks on China and 
a nuclear ultimatum to the Soviet Union. If the United Nations or the 
Allies opposed this strategy, Symington urged unilateral U.S. action. “Any 
further aggression,” the United States should inform the Soviet Union in 
an ultimatum, “would result in the atomic bombardment of Soviet Rus- 
sia itself.” Such a warning, Symington promised, would deter Soviet 
aggression, reassert U.S. leadership in the “free world,” and establish 
“moral justification for the use of . . . atomic bombs.”®® 

MacArthur had probably learned from his Washington contacts of the 
proposals by the JCS and Symington. Even though the gloom of January 
had lifted by March as UN troops pushed back the enemy, MacArthur 
had reason to believe that his bellicose strategy would find support within 
parts of the government and in sections of the Republican party. He may 
have believed that he could coerce Truman into changing his policy and 
fighting to victory. 
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No other American general could have escaped being dismissed for 
such behavior. But the Joint Chiefs, as well as Truman, recognized the 
dangers of removing MacArthur—possible injury to the Japanese peace 
negotiations, outrage in America, attacks on the president, and more do- 
mestic battles about the purposes of war. So MacArthur’s 23 March an- 
nouncement provoked only a mild rebuke from Washington. He was 
reminded that he had to clear all policy pronouncements with Washing- 
ton and informed that any communist request for armistice negotiations 
should be reported to Washington for a decision.” 

But on 5 April, when Speaker Martin released MacArthur’s letter, the 
administration was again challenged and embarrassed. “MacArthur shoots 
another political bomb,” Truman complained in his diary. ‘This looks 
like the last straw. Rank insubordination.” He wanted to fire MacArthur 
immediately, but apparently he concealed his desire even from close ad- 
visers.”° Both Secretary Acheson and W. Averell Harriman, a trusted 
presidential adviser, urged immediate dismissal of the arrogant general. 
Secretary of Defense Marshall and General Bradley, presumably more 
wary of the backlash at home and injury to the war effort abroad, coun- 
seled caution and delay. They proposed that Marshall should write 
MacArthur “‘a confidential letter . . . pointing out the difficult position in 
which he was placing the government.’’”! 

The strategy of caution soon dissolved. The Joint Chiefs, although not 
eager for confrontation with the general, agreed “from a military view 
only ... that General MacArthur should be relieved.” They knew that 
they could not trust MacArthur, and thus they had even withheld from 
him a contingency order for a retaliatory bombing of Chinese air bases 
if the communists made a large air attack on U.S. forces in Korea. The 
Chiefs had feared that MacArthur would “jump the gun,” and later ex- 
plain that he had thought he was acting under orders. According to Brad- 
ley, the Chiefs believed that if MacArthur were not relieved, civilian con- 
trol of the military would be jeopardized.”” Truman himself seems to 
have waited for JCS approval before acting. To cashier the popular gen- 
eral, he knew, would produce a powerful political backlash in America. 


©? See untitled memoranda, 24, 26, 27 March 1951, Acheson Papers, HSTL. 
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And the support of the Joint Chiefs, precisely because they were techni- 
cally limiting their counsel to the “military view,” would help justify his 
act and protect him from some political assaults. 

Truman’s firing of MacArthur unleashed vicious charges against the 
White House. The president was hanged in effigy in countless cities. The 
returning general, treated like a conquering hero, was honored by ticker- 
tape parades and even invited to address a joint session of Congress. He 
pleaded his case in interminable congressional hearings. 

In a burst of malicious whimsy, one administration adviser poured out 
his frustration in a sardonic memorandum: 


(Schedule for Welcoming of General MacArthur): 12:30, Wades ashore from 
Snorkel submarine; 12:31, Navy Band Plays “Sparrow in the Treetop”’ and “I'll 
be Glad You’re Dead, You Rascal You”; 12:40, Parade to the Capitol with Gen- 
eral MacArthur riding an elephant; 12:47, Be-heading of General Vaughan at the 
rotunda; 1:00, General MacArthur addresses Members of Congress; 1:30-1:49, 
Applause for General MacArthur; 1:50, Burning of the Constitution; 1:55, 
Lynching of Secretary Acheson; 2:00, 21-atomic bomb salute; 2:30, 300 nude 
D.A.R.’s leap from Washington Monument; 3:00, Basket lunch, Monument 
grounds.”3 


At the time, the Truman-MacArthur controversy was widely misinter- 
preted as a constitutional conflict over civilian versus military author- 
ity.”4 It was not. MacArthur never challenged the constitutional order of 
civilian authority; he challenged Truman’s judgment. As a hero, Mac- 
Arthur had the political power to do so. Nor was MacArthur unique 
among that generation of World War II heroes in possessing political 
power. General Dwight D. Eisenhower, too, had great power, and Brad- 
ley had some. MacArthur was unique, however, in openly using his per- 
sonal prestige, while in uniform, to oppose and undercut the president’s 
policies. 

Ultimately the administration, aided by Marshall and Bradley, was 
able to defeat MacArthur politically by bringing the political weight of 
the JCS to bear against him. The JCS, as anyone conversant with Wash- 
ington knows, is not just a military body. It is a military body that, be- 
cause of its expertise and prestige, can act in profoundly political ways— 
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to gain budgets, define international events, block programs, and shape 
foreign policy. 

The issues raised by MacArthur—of taking the war to China—would 
not disappear in America. Had critics of the administration strategy 
understood that prominent advisers (most notably the Joint Chiefs and 
Symington) flirted with a similar strategy, Truman and Acheson might 
have been in even deeper political trouble at home. By concealing the 
earlier disputes and keeping the records secret, the administration man- 
aged to draw an overly sharp contrast between the bellicose MacArthur 
and the cautious administration. 


The uneasy quest to end the war 


“How is America to be victorious in Korea?”’ Congressman Albert Gore, 
a loyal Democrat, asked the president in mid-April 1951. “Korea has 
become a meat grinder of American manhood,” lamented Gore. His so- 
lution was to call for what he labeled “something cataclysmic”—a radia- 
tion belt dividing the Korean peninsula and the possible use of atomic 
weapons.”° Despite his seemingly outlandish proposal, he was pleading, 
along with many others, for a settlement of the conflict in Korea. 

Having long since surrendered their 1950 hopes for victory in Korea, 
Truman and Acheson aimed to gain an armistice on decent terms: a di- 
vided Korea near the thirty-eighth parallel, exchange of prisoners of war, 
inspections to ban the introduction of more foreign troops, and the ulti- 
mate withdrawal of foreign forces. By spring 1951 they concluded that 
there was no purpose in continuing the costly war, because the ground 
forces were roughly stalemated and any UN escalation on the ground 
was likely to provoke the introduction of more Chinese “volunteers” and 
a higher level of violence. The war was unpopular both with Americans 
and with the nation’s allies. It was killing U.S. and Allied soldiers, squan- 
dering resources, souring U.S. politics, spurring domestic inflation, 
threatening the U.S. belief in collective security, and straining relations 
within NATO. 

Armistice negotiations opened in early July 1951 and, to the surprise 
of many people, dragged on for nearly two years. At first, the United 
States (acting for the United Nations) quarreled with China and North 
Korea over formulating an agenda and then over drawing the armistice 
?5 Albert Gore to President, 14 April 1951, Official File 692A, HSTL. For administration 
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line—at the thirty-eighth parallel, as the United States had earlier sug- 
gested, or farther north, as the United States demanded in July as com- 
pensation for its air supremacy. Unable to agree on placing the line, they 
agreed simply that it would be along the final line of battle, and thus each 
side found good reason to continue trying to gain small chunks of terri- 
tory. 

Washington’s chosen negotiators were military officers—inflexible, in- 
tolerant, and self-righteous. Spurred on first by General Matthew Ridg- 
way and then by General Mark Clark, his successor, the negotiators did 
not want to negotiate but to stipulate, not to bargain but to offer intract- 
able positions. ‘“‘More steel and less silk,’ Ridgway counseled the JCS. 
He explained that the United States must insist “on the unchallenged 
logic of our position [which] will yield the objectives for which we hon- 
orably contend.” To his dismay, Washington was more willing to bar- 
gain.’° 

By January 1952, with only a few issues still in dispute, Acheson be- 
lieved that an armistice was imminent. If it was not soon achieved or if 
China later violated it, Acheson contemplated bombing and blockading 
China. In discussions with Prime Minister Winston Churchill, Acheson 
sought British approval for this strategy. But Churchill, fearing the loss 
of Hong Kong and the prospects of a wider war, résisted U.S. entrea- 
ties.’” Churchill also worried about the use of nuclear weapons. He prob- 
ably found little comfort in General Bradley’s reply, according to the 
minutes, that “it was not our intention to use these bombs, since up to 
the present no suitable targets were presented. . . . If the situation changed 
in any way,” Bradley admitted, ‘a new situation would arise.” In 
the United States, as Churchill undoubtedly knew, a majority favored 
using atomic bombs in the war. Such action would have destroyed 
NATO.”8 

As the armistice negotiations dragged on, Truman poured his frustra- 
tion into his diary. Compelled in his actual policy to show restraint, he 
sketched in the privacy of his diary a Walter Mitty-like fantasy of deliv- 
ering an ultimatum to the Soviets: all-out war unless there was a speedy 
settlement. “Moscow, St. Petersburg [Leningrad], Vladivostock, Pekin[g], 
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Shanghai, Port Arthur, Dairen, Odessa, Stalingrad, and every manufac- 
turing plant in China and the Soviet Union will be eliminated.””? 

By spring 1952 the issues had narrowed, basically, to one dispute— 
whether prisoners of war would be free to choose to return to their pre- 
sumed homeland (voluntary repatriation) or whether they would be au- 
tomatically returned. That issue stymied negotiations and prolonged the 
war for about fifteen months. 

Truman and Acheson sincerely believed in the principles of voluntary 
repatriation. It would be unconscionable, they concluded, to return un- 
willing prisoners of war, who might be mistreated or killed. Freedom of 
choice, an American value, could be imposed. They expected that the 
defection of communist troops would embarrass China and North Korea 
and possibly establish a precedent so that communist nations might never 
again go to war lest their armies melt away. For the president and secre- 
tary of state, this new position on repatriation—a radical departure from 
established procedures—would also constitute a powerful symbolic vic- 
tory for the West.®° 

U.S. military leaders, as well as U.S. negotiators at Panmunjom, had 
warned Truman and Acheson that this new position could bar a settle- 
ment and delay the return of American prisoners of war. For the U.S. 
military, repatriation of their own soldiers was the “‘paramount’”’ con- 
cern. Truman and Acheson did not foresee that their stand on voluntary 
repatriation would prolong the war for more than a year and thus help 
destroy the administration politically. They believed, wrongly, that the 
communists would accede after possibly a few months of wrangling.*! 

The position on voluntary repatriation was not politically forced on 
the president. That position did nicely coalesce, however, with the emerg- 
ing demand of some Republican congressmen, who independently de- 
sired the same policy.®* But if Truman had wanted to avoid this commit- 
ment, he could have maneuvered to do so. He could have warned these 
Republicans that they were risking an extended war and delaying the 
return of American prisoners of war in order to save enemy soldiers who 
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had tried to kill Americans. Why sacrifice American soldiers? he might 
have asked. 

Truman and Acheson, as well as their military advisers, had not fore- 
seen that so few enemy prisoners of war (only about 70,000 of 132,000) 
would agree to repatriation. Earlier, advisers had predicted about 116,000, 
and U.S. negotiators at Panmunjom had even mentioned that number. 
Had the United States been able to provide about 100,000, including 
about 16,000 unwilling Chinese, a settlement could probably have been 
achieved in the summer.®? 

Blocked in negotiations, the administration sought to force a settle- 
ment on U.S. terms by bombing North Korean cities and villages as well 
as key hydroelectric plants on the Yalu. Although the war on the ground 
was generally stalemated, with neither side launching a major offensive, 
the United States believed that military coercion could be the handmai- 
den of tough negotiations. Pyongyang, the North Korean capital, was a 
favorite target of the heavy bombings.®* 

“If we can stay firm [on the prisoner-of-war issue] we can tear them 
up by air,” Robert Lovett, the new secretary of defense, explained to the 
cabinet. “We are hurting them badly. . . . If we keep on tearing the place 
apart, we can make it a most unpopular affair for the North Koreans. 
We ought to go right ahead.”®° 

Frustrated in its effort to achieve the desired armistice, the administra- 
tion also confronted the deft opposition of Syngman Rhee. A fervent 
patriot reluctant to give up his vision of a united Korea under his own 
rule, Rhee periodically threatened to withdraw his troops from the U.S. 
command, thus leaving Allied forces to fight on alone, or to disrupt the 
armistice after it was achieved. At the behest of Washington, Mark Clark, 
the new commanding general in the Pacific, prepared a plan to overthrow 
Rhee. The Korean leader, deftly skirting the precipice of danger, man- 
aged to avoid triggering the plan. He was aided by the facts that the 
United States did not have a substitute South Korean Leader to impose 
and that a high-handed coup, so contrary to the American rhetoric of 
democracy and self-determination, would have embarrassed Truman at 
home.*° 
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Clark himself, supporter of MacArthur’s earlier recommendations for 
expanding the war across the Yalu, wanted to widen the war by attack- 
ing Manchuria and North China with both nuclear and conventional 
bombs. “I consider it necessary,” he informed the Pentagon in October 
1952, “that plans be made for the use of atomic weapons. . . . I do believe 
that serious consideration should be given to removal of the restriction 
on the employment of atomic weapons.”®” Fearful of a wider war, the 
administration rejected his bellicose counsel. 

Although Truman was not a candidate in the 1952 presidential elec- 
tion, the war was a major campaign issue, and a settlement might have 
greatly helped the Democrats. Yet neither Republican nor Democratic 
congressional and presidential candidates, either publicly or privately, 
criticized the administration for its insistence on voluntary repatriation. 
There was a comfortable consensus that the United States, as Truman 
had explained publicly, could not surrender this principle and send pris- 
oners of war to their death. 

The Truman administration failed to achieve an armistice on the de- 
sired terms, and the war dragged on for six months after the politically 
repudiated president had departed from the White House. Ultimately, 
President Dwight Eisenhower, probably aided by Stalin’s death, U.S. tac- 
tics of bombing key irrigation dikes, and the use of nuclear threats,** 
gained the settlement that Truman and Acheson had been denied—an 
armistice with voluntary repatriation. About 50,000 prisoners (including 
14,700 Chinese) did not return home.*? Eisenhower, succumbing to Rhee’s 
blackmail, also gave the wily autocrat the mutual security pact he had 
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long desired and thus committed the United States to the long-term pledge 
to containment in Korea. 


Conclusions and speculations 


President Truman and Secretary Acheson, as well as their advisers and 
most other Americans, desired to stop communism and to roll it back 
when such action seemed safe. Containment could easily turn into liber- 
ation when opportunity seemed to beckon. Many of the domestic politi- 
cal disputes over the conduct of the war focused on the safety or danger 
of seeking liberation in Korea. 

Americans shared a common faith that their welfare—indeed, their 
economic and political systems—depended on an “open door’’ world. 
Such a view was quite supple and allowed different emphases; some were 
heavily political, and others economic-political. Whereas many Ameri- 
cans stressed the antidemocratic character of communism and viewed it 
(or at least its Soviet embodiment) as imminently expansionist, policy 
makers were likely to perceive events in a more complex framework of 
international political economy and to dwell on threats to the interna- 
tional system—the disruption of markets, the closing off of trade, the 
pressures on allies, and ultimately the injury to the U.S. economic sys- 
tem.?? That framework led them to resist the Soviet Union, to oppose 
indigenous left-wing movements in the Third World, and to see the events 
in Korea primarily through the prism of the cold war and thus to mis- 
understand the Korean War. 

Yet this ideology did not dictate the administration’s critical decisions 
on the war. Truman’s own ideology could have accommodated different 
responses. If Truman and Acheson had had less faith in U.S. power and 
in its capacity to triumph, these leaders, like some of their military advis- 
ers, might have been more cautious. 

Truman the Democrat did not greatly differ from Eisenhower the Re- 
publican with respect to the international world he wished to create, but 
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Truman had more confidence in the use of U.S. military power and less 
fear of war. Temperament and experience may have been critical factors 
in explaining why Truman went to war in Korea in 1950 and why Eisen- 
hower, chastened by the Korean War, avoided war in Indochina in 1954. 

The Korean War helped embitter U.S. politics, pushed European rear- 
mament, raised military budgets, and killed more than 50,000 Americans 
and many more Koreans and Chinese. By framing the flames of anticom- 
munism in America, the war narrowed the domestic political dialogue 
and helped establish a dangerous precedent for presidents to conduct 
substantial undeclared wars, in this case, a “police action.” 

Looking back over these years, it is tempting to ask whether key U.S. 
decisions could and should have been different. In considering this ques- 
tion, there is merit in focusing on three sets of critical decisions—entry 
into the war in late June 1950, the commitments during the summer and 
autumn of 1950 to expand the war across the thirty-eighth parallel and 
to the Yalu, and the choice in 1952 to insist on voluntary repatriation of 
prisoners of war before accepting an armistice.”! 

In June 1950, President Truman could have avoided committing the 
United States to the war without producing a backlash at home or dis- 
rupting the alliance system. Indeed, at that time, perhaps the administra- 
tion should have followed the advice it had formulated in 1948 in NSC 
8: “The US should not become so irrevocably involved in the Korean 
situation that any action taken by any faction in Korea could be con- 
sidered a casus belli for the US.” Unfortunately, between early 1948 and 
June 1950, Acheson and Truman had subtly caused that cautious posi- 
tion to erode by expanding in their own minds the terms of containment. 

In the summer and early autumn of 1950, especially after MacArthur’s 
dramatic triumph at Inchon, the administration might have had greater 
domestic political difficulty in halting at the thirty-eighth parallel and 
accepting a divided Korea. Many Americans, including administration 
advisers, wanted a strategy of liberation. But had Truman and Acheson 
taken seriously China’s warnings and informed congressional leaders of 
both parties of the lurking dangers, perhaps a bipartisan consensus could 
have been established to stop at the parallel. Desiring to transform con- 
tainment into liberation, however, the administration instead savored the 
prospect of imminent success and cavalierly dismissed China’s warnings. 

Had Truman and Acheson in 1952 not insisted on the voluntary re- 
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patriation of prisoners of war, a position that domestic politics did not 
initially require, the war would probably have ended in spring or summer 
1952. Many lives would have been saved, and the administration would 
have suffered less opprobrium. 

Operating in this risky realm of counterfactual history, it is worth 
speculating whether, if Truman had not entered the Korean War, domes- 
tic politics in the 1950s would have been less rancorous, and whether if 
the UN forces had halted at the thirty-eighth parallel, the rapprochement 
with China might have occurred by the late 1950s, under a Republican 
administration. Missed opportunities—paths not taken—are worth con- 
templating, at least briefly, in a volume dedicated to analyzing, under- 
standing, and assessing the Truman administration, because the imple- 
mentation of containment and liberation in Korea had unforeseen costs 
for Truman and for the United States. 

To many Americans and others, however, the benefits may seem sub- 
stantial enough to have justified intervention in 1950, for otherwise South 
Korea would not have been “‘protected”’ from communism and probably 
would not have achieved the rapid economic growth (a miracle, some 
say) of recent years. Truman himself expected that his vigorous efforts 
on behalf of anticommunism would shape assessments of his presidency, 
and he viewed his action in Korea as “‘most important of all.” 
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